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This dissertation focuses on the progressive reform efforts of Adolphine Fletcher Terry, a 
social activist in Arkansas from 1902-1976.  Terry was a white southern woman spurred 
to action during pivotal moments in Arkansas, southern, and national history. Her story 
revealed one side of social reform and racial progress in the South.  Her reform efforts 
shed light on regional and women’s studies as well as on the intersection among class, 
gender, and race relations during the segregation era. Terry’s life story is a good example 
of the tug-of-war between southern tradition and modern change that many southern 
liberals dealt with during the twentieth century. She graduated from Vassar College in 
1902, at the beginning of the Progressive movement, and upon her return to Arkansas she 
became involved in several important social reform efforts. She began her endeavors with 
public education reform, including the consolidation of one-room schools and addressing 
the transportation needs of rural students. She then turned her attention to the 
establishment of a juvenile court system and the founding of the Arkansas Girls Industrial 
School. Some of the other reform efforts she is known for include: the establishment of a 
College Club for college educated women in Little Rock, the women’s suffrage 
movement, establishment of the African American branch of the Young Women’s 
Christian Association in Little Rock, the creation of a statewide public library system, the 
Little Rock Urban League, the expansion of disability services in Little Rock, and many 
other philanthropic endeavors across the state of Arkansas. On the national stage, she is 
best known for the formation of the Women’s Emergency Committee to Open Our 
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Schools in 1958. Terry used her social status, network of clubwomen, and the media, 
specifically newspapers, to reach her goals.  Her story explores the role of privileged 
white society women, who could and did have an impact on these important issues facing 
the South by agitating for change and working within the white patriarchal system. While 
some acted from a sense of obligation, Terry made a very conscious choice to address the 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
I have never looked for things that needed doing, but when they came my way, I 
thought it was my job to do them.  Think what I had: a name known to the 
community, a sound college education in days when girls sent to finishing schools 
were never exposed to a liberal idea, and the additional advantage of never being 
strapped for money.  I should have done more.1  
 
~Adolphine Fletcher Terry  
 
On September 10, 1958, Adolphine Fletcher Terry phoned Vivion Brewer and 
asked, “Are you ready to do something about Little Rock?”2  Days earlier, Governor 
Orval Faubus had closed Little Rock schools for the 1958-59 school year and effectively 
displaced 3,655 black and white students.3  The previous year, Faubus blatantly defied 
the federal mandate to integrate public schools and brought Little Rock, a mostly 
moderate sleepy southern capital, into the racially charged national spotlight. In the fall 
of 1957, Central High School had been forced to integrate nine black students under 
federal protection, but the following year, Faubus moved to deny free public education to 
the city’s youth as a ploy to uphold segregation.  Even though many of the white students 
during that year found alternate educational recourse, many of the black students were 
left without such options.4 Terry was emotionally undone after the first year of the 
Central High School integration crisis.  In recalling the events of 1957-58 to Brewer, she 
                                                 
1 Betty Fulkerson, “The Albert Pike House. . .the House that Kept Up,” The Delta Review: The Magazine to 
Keep 4, no. 1 (January/February 1967): 58. 
 
2 Elizabeth Jacoway, Turn Away Thy Son: Little Rock, the Crisis that Shocked the Nation (New York: Free 
Press, 2007), 268. 
 
3 Sondra Gordy, Finding the Lost Year: What Happened When Little Rock Closed Its Public Schools 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2009), xii. 
 
4 Ben F. Johnson, III, “After 1957: Resisting Integration in Little Rock,” The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 
55, no. 2 (Summer 2007): 258-283. According to Johnson’s article, subdivisions were built around private 
schools to accommodate white students during this time and still exist in and around Little Rock today 




stated, “When the governor saw a chance to further his political career and caused all that 
trouble at Central High School, I wanted to die.  It felt my life was completely washed 
out, and I sank back in misery, trying to forget the world.”5  She, like so many other 
southerners, both black and white, watched in horror as the events played out in the 
national media.  
Prior to the making of that fateful phone call, Terry was visiting family in 
Colorado during the summer of 1958.  However, the receipt of some unexpected 
correspondence refocused her priorities upon her return to Little Rock. According to 
Brewer, Terry said, “‘We here in Arkansas are most hospitable, the kindest, the most 
generous people on earth, but we have to admit it,’ after screaming crowds and an 
opportunistic governor made her beloved home internationally infamous, ‘we are just 
plain ignorant.’”6  A letter she received from Velma Powell, the wife of a Vice-Principal 
at Central High School, drew her into the integration crisis on a personal level.  Powell 
lived at the Fletcher-Terry mansion, the family home in Little Rock, for a year while 
attending college. As a dear friend of the family, it was not surprising that her letter 
profoundly impacted the elderly social activist, challenging her understanding of current 
events, and prompting her to action.  Brewer recalled the letter said, “In the past 
whenever problems have had to be faced in Little Rock, you have taken a lead in solving 
them.  Why are you silent now?  Where are you?”7  At the age of seventy-six and after a 
                                                 
5 Vivion Lenon Brewer, The Embattled Ladies of Little Rock, 1958-1963: The Struggle to Save Public 
Education at Central High (Fort Bragg, California: Lost Coast Press, 1999), 5. 
 
6 Ibid., 290. 
 
7 Ibid., 7. This is a recollection of the letter from Powell to Terry; Sara Alderman Murphy, Breaking the 
Silence: Little Rock’s Women’s Emergency Committee to Open Our Schools, 1958-1963, edit. Patrick C. 
Murphy, II (Fayetteville: The University of Arkansas Press, 1997), 68. 
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lifetime of progressive activism, few would have begrudged Terry the choice of silent 
anonymity, but instead of resting on her laurels, she acted on these questions and made 
that pivotal phone call to Vivion Brewer asking her to come and visit.8   
This phone call resulted in the formation of a women’s movement within the 
Little Rock community to re-open the schools.   Terry co-founded, along with Vivion 
Brewer and Velma Powell, the Women’s Emergency Committee to Open Our Schools 
(WEC), which held its first meeting in Terry’s dining room on September 12, 1958.9  
Terry, Brewer, and Powell decided their goal was simple: re-open the schools. But the 
process proved to be much more complex.  To start, they were going to openly oppose 
the governor’s segregationist agenda and promote racial harmony within the city, no 
small order even in the twilight of Jim Crow. Who was Adolphine Fletcher Terry?  
According to historian Elizabeth Jacoway, she was “one of Little Rock’s most revered 
and influential citizens.”10  How could she motivate white upper-middle class women of 
Little Rock to openly defy both the political and societal norms of the day?   How had she 
obtained so much political clout and social influence in a southern city dominated by a 
“good ole’ boy” political system? Historian Stephanie Bayless contends that Terry “was 
in many ways a stereotypical southern aristocrat, but she was also a strong and intelligent 
                                                 
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Adolphine Fletcher Terry, “Life is My Song, Also,” TMsS (photocopy), p. 237, Fletcher-Terry Papers, 
Arkansas Studies Institute, University of Arkansas at Little Rock Archives, Little Rock. (Hereafter cited as 
Terry Memoir); Brewer, 8.     
 




woman who was committed to creating a more egalitarian world for those Arkansans 
who were not in a position to help themselves.”11  
Her personal story reflects the role of prominent white southern women in the 
broader movement of social justice throughout the South.  To accomplish this, she 
became a champion of social causes for over fifty years in Arkansas and impacted society 
in many remarkable ways. Her endeavors included organizing, or helping to organize, 
numerous entities including the College Club (a forerunner of the Little Rock Branch of 
the American Association of University Women), the School Improvement Association 
(which became the modern Parent Teacher Association or PTA), the first Pulaski County 
Juvenile Court, the Girls Industrial School in Saline County, the Community Chest (a 
forerunner of the United Way), the Little Rock Housing Authority, the College Station 
Head Start Program and Community Center, the Little Rock Women’s City Club, the 
Arkansas State Festival of Arts, the Pulaski County Tuberculosis Association, and the 
Women’s Emergency Committee to Open Our Schools.12  She also served on a number 
boards in the Little Rock community including the Pulaski County Juvenile Court, the 
Pulaski County Tuberculosis Association, the Family Service Agency, the Salvation 
Army, the Community Chest, Little Rock Public Library, the Civic Music Association, 
and the State Opera Association.13  She was an advisory committee member on the 
                                                 
11 Stephanie Bayless, Obliged to Help: Adolphine Fletcher Terry and the Progressive South (Little Rock, 
Arkansas: Butler Center Books, 2011), 15. 
 
12 Bayless, 11-12; Peggy Harris, “Adolphine Fletcher Terry (1882-1976),” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas 
History and Culture, last modified March 18, 2014, accessed August 15, 2016, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=1779; Brewer; 
Murphy; Bernadette Cahill, Arkansas Women and the Right to Vote: The Little Rock Campaigns, 1868-
1920 (Little Rock, Arkansas: Butler Center Books, 2015); Arkansas Democrat, March 3, 1947; Arkansas 





Phyllis Wheatley Branch of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), the 
African American branch of the YWCA in Little Rock. While serving as president of the 
M. M. Eberts American Legion Auxiliary Post, she was instrumental in developing a free 
library system in Arkansas.14  She later served as president of the Arkansas American 
Legion Auxiliary, chairman of the Federation of Women’s Clubs, was elected as a 
member of the National Women’s Party (NWP) National Advisory Board, and a delegate 
to the Democratic National Convention.15  In his speech at the Arkansas Council on 
Human Relations dinner in 1966, which honored Terry, Harry Ashmore championed her 
importance in Arkansas history, “Her imprint can be found on every major charitable 
organization and upon the public welfare agencies. . . her unmistakable competence 
brought her to membership on the boards of all the major charities and civic enterprises, 
and there she functioned as an early-day ombudsman. . . it is evident that she went forth 
not only to heal but to lift up.”16 
As a woman of means and influence, Terry tried to help her native state accept the 
changes of an ever-evolving nation.  Whether her social activism was because of a 
perceived obligation due to her class and social status, or a real interest in the well-being 
of those around her, it is fair to say that her actions did bring about positive change for 
many Arkansans.17 While Terry’s early reforms were grounded in the progressive spirit, 
she also lived in the hyper-segregated South, so these endeavors often times fell short in 





16 Harry Ashmore, “Adolphine Fletcher Terry” (speech given at the Adolphine Fletcher Terry Dinner, 
Arkansas Council on Human Relations, Little Rock, AR, June 14, 1966), Fletcher-Terry Papers, Arkansas 
Studies Institute, University of Arkansas at Little Rock Archives, Little Rock; Brewer 290. 
 
17 Bayless, 15.  
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addressing the needs of black Arkansans. She was not always willing or able to override 
culturally ingrained biases and beliefs, but how Terry addressed these blind spots in her 
activist efforts throughout her life is the complex part of her unique story. The WEC is 
often considered the most memorable of her many contributions toward the acceptance of 
this change, as it demonstrated the potential for positive influence by white southern 
women concerning race relations.  
Adolphine Fletcher was on born on November 3, 1882, in the capital city of Little 
Rock, Arkansas.  As the first child of John Gould and Adolphine Krause Fletcher, she 
was adored by her parents, and particularly by her father.  The Fletchers were members 
of the small and wealthy elite of Little Rock society, which exposed Terry to privileged 
and Victorian social standards and culture. Though some of John Fletcher’s business 
ventures could be tied to “New South” idealism, the bulk of his wealth was tied to the 
agricultural stalwart, cotton.18 Though her personal memoir described a somewhat frugal 
and rural lifestyle during her childhood, summer trips to the east coast and Chicago, as 
well as her acceptance and eventual graduation from Vassar College in 1902, alluded to a 
much more opulent life than most Arkansans were accustomed to at the turn of the 
twentieth century.19   
The traditions, customs, and racist beliefs of the New South marked Terry’s early 
childhood.  She witnessed few examples of social justice in these early years, each one 
having a profound impact on her burgeoning ideas of what this should actually entail.  In 
                                                 
18 Bayless, 17-18. Adolphine Fletcher Terry’s father, John Gould Fletcher, was a wealthy businessman in 
Little Rock.  The Fletcher family were long-time residents of Saline County, Arkansas.  Colonel Fletcher, 
as he was called, was considered an honest and hardworking individual, and along with his partner Peter 
Hotze, became prominent cotton brokers. 
 




her memoir, Terry did not describe her mother as overtly loving or affectionate, but she 
was aware of the strength of her mother’s convictions. One of the most powerful 
memories of Adolphine’s youth comes from the actions of her mother, which imparted 
not only a glimpse into the commonality and acceptability of societal malfeasance during 
this time, but also the importance of speaking up for those who could not.  While a cousin 
was visiting the family in Little Rock, her diamond ring disappeared and according to 
Terry, she accused “Fred, the black boy who worked for us . . . she wanted my mother to 
send for the police and have him arrested.  My mother refused . . . Fred, she felt, was 
entirely honest, or, if he wasn’t entirely honest, at least he wouldn’t steal from us, and the 
ring must be on the place somewhere.”20 The cousin eventually found the ring in the folds 
of her skirt, but refused to acknowledge her mistake.21  
Terry never forgot this incident and stated that she “had already come to 
recognize the fact that black people had very little chance to hold their own in an 
argument with a white person.”22  Though this event illuminated the plight of African 
Americans in the late nineteenth century South, and the idea of racial inequality to a 
young Terry, it did not necessarily make her think that the customary discrimination she 
was accustomed to needed to change. It simply reaffirmed that racial boundaries 
superseded all other societal norms, and it was not until several years later after being 
exposed to ideas beyond her southern culture that she reevaluates her position on race 
                                                 




22 Adolphine Fletcher Terry, Charlotte Stephens: Little Rock’s First Black Teacher (Little Rock, Arkansas: 
Academic Press of Arkansas, 1973); idem, Cordelia: A Member of the Household (Fort Smith, Arkansas: 




relations in the South.  What this incident does reveal is her concern for those around her, 
regardless of color, which became a driving force in her later social activism.23   
Terry attended Vassar College from 1898-1902.  She enjoyed her time at 
university, but more importantly she was exposed to the ideas of Progressivism.  
Progressives wanted to tame the chaos of the industrial age by controlling big business 
and the behavior of the mostly immigrant lower classes through reform.  At this eastern 
ladies’ college, Terry discovered all kinds of social and political issues that were beyond 
her known realm.  She thrived on the debate and discussion that surrounded such issues 
as suffrage, segregation, and poverty.  Though the cultural mores of her southern 
upbringing were challenged on several occasions, she decidedly embraced the ideology 
of social justice through a progressive lens. The ideas of social uplift and putting the 
needs of others before oneself regardless of social, economic, or cultural class spoke to 
Terry’s altruistic nature, which coalesced alongside increased rates of immigration due to 
the industrial revolution. It was after one specific roundtable discussion where Terry was 
confronted by her peers about the racial dogmas of the South, that she truly did question 
the justification of segregation and the morality of racism.24 During her tenure at Vassar, 
Terry was exposed to ways of expressing her new beliefs, as well as how to advocate and 
challenge the status quo.  Upon graduating, she returned home to Arkansas with a head 
full of new ideas and fervor to implement change, but the reality of the times often 
prevented the full realization of her progressive efforts, and growing personal disbelief in 
a segregated society.   
                                                 
23 Bayless, 19. 
 
24 Terry Memoir, 60-61. 
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Terry began her progressive reform initiatives with the rural education system in 
1908, including the consolidation of rural one-room schoolhouses and the development of 
transportation to and from these schools for Arkansas students.  Next, she attacked the 
lack of a juvenile court system in the state of Arkansas and helped create a Girls 
Industrial School, where girls detained by the court were to reside.  Terry’s sister, Mary 
Fletcher, became the president of the Political Equality League of Little Rock, which 
championed women’s suffrage throughout the state. Terry lent a hand at organizing 
speakers, rallies, and marches as well as encouraging other women to join the movement 
in Little Rock.  Terry believed that “the vote represents . . . human dignity and the fact 
that a citizen can express his or her opinion on any subject without fear of reprisal.”25   
 Adolphine married David D. Terry, Sr. on July 7, 1910, and they had five 
children.  Her second child Mary had a rare condition that caused her bones to break 
easily and she required special medical attention her entire life.  Trips to and from 
Chicago for medical treatments, summers on the East coast, and winter trips to the desert 
Southwest to aid Mary’s health did not keep Terry from addressing what she felt were the 
social ills of her beloved state.  People with disability issues became both a personal and 
public cause throughout her life. Terry’s husband David was elected to the House of 
Representatives, as a Democrat, from 1933-1942, and became a prominent player in 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal initiatives.  Through her political ties and club 
activities she procured federal monies for housing and education and with part of these 
                                                 




funds she established a free statewide library system, which became one of her most 
important and lasting legacies.26   
After the WEC disbanded in 1963, Terry took a reprieve from public life to 
concentrate on her husband, grandchildren, and writing.  Seven years later in 1970, 
school integration issues arose to plague Little Rock and once again she publicly 
denounced the leadership of her city and state.  The later years of her life focused on 
historic preservation, the arts, and making public spaces in Little Rock handicap-
accessible, yet she always remained a sounding board for social justice in Arkansas.  
Many political figures into the 1970s paid homage to Terry due to her affluence and 
influence in the community.  After her death in 1976, the family home, which was built 
by Albert Pike, a famous Confederate officer who settled in Arkansas and owned the 
Arkansas Advocate, was donated to the Arkansas Arts Center for use as a Decorative Arts 
Museum.27 
Terry accomplished many of her reforms by utilizing three important tools 
throughout her public life: status in the community, a network of like-minded women, 
and the media.  These were not unique techniques used by Terry, but her close 
connection to those in charge of these outlets gave her unprecedented leverage for her 
endeavors.  Due to its overwhelmingly rural setting and agricultural based economy 
Arkansas was unique among southern states at the turn of the century. In 1880, 96 
percent of Arkansans were considered rural residents and living in communities with less 
                                                 






than twenty-five-hundred persons.28 According to historian Carl Moneyhon, three social 
institutions were central to the lives of Arkansas’s rural population: family, class, and 
race. “Each of these helped define the lives of rural folks.  They also sustained the status 
quo and served as checks to change.”29 Although there was some population growth 
around the turn-of-the century, Arkansas remained a mostly rural state with one major 
city, its capital, Little Rock. Growth rates were highest for Little Rock and the state of 
Arkansas between 1880-1900 with approximately a five percent growth increase.  Little 
Rock’s population was 13,138 in 1880 and 38,307 in 1900.30  Arkansas’s state population 
was 802,525 in 1880 and 1,311,564 in 1900, for over 52,000 square miles.31  Other 
southern states such as Mississippi, Georgia and North Carolina had populations during 
the same period that were one and half to two times the population size of Arkansas’.32   
Therefore, Little Rock became the epicenter for all political, financial, and 
cultural ideology.  It is from this city that ideas, laws, reforms flowed out to the rest of 
the state. Terry had a unique position in Little Rock, her family was a part of the early 
political structure, and later her husband became a political leader as a member of the 
United States Congress.  She was very much aware of the composition of Arkansas 
politics and culture.  Living in the capital city, she could exploit the proximity of those 
                                                 
28 Carl H. Moneyhon, Arkansas and the New South, 1874-1992 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 
1997), 8. 
 
29 Ibid., 9. 
 
30 James W. Bell, “Little Rock (Pulaski County),” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture, last 
modified February 3, 2017, accessed June 22, 2017, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=970. 
 
31 “Population of Arkansas State,” last modified 2016, accessed June 22, 2017, http://population.us/ar/. 
 




who made the laws she wanted to change, especially because of her family’s social status 
and wealth as well as her own abilities.   
Shortly after her return from college she inadvertently began the formation of her 
most important and lasting tool.  In 1905, Terry, Blanche Martin, and a handful of other 
female college graduates in Little Rock created the College Club.33  Its purpose was to 
encourage young women to consider a college education and introduce them to ways to 
complete this goal.34  As Terry explained, “Our purpose was to encourage other women 
to go to college, but the club also was for our own benefit.  The five or six members were 
kindred spirits, and we found we had learned to have stimulating discussions on any 
subject without anybody taking what was said personally.  You can’t realize what that 
meant, for women had never before had that faculty.”35  
Later the College Club became known as the American Association of University 
Women (AAUW), and its purpose expanded to include social causes in the Little Rock 
community and the state.  As these women became members of other boards, charities, 
and auxiliaries, Terry’s network of women in philanthropic endeavors expanded.  Her 
overlapping friendships of like-minded individuals created a pool of “foot soldiers” for 
whatever battle she was willing to undertake.  While she was not able to implement all of 
the changes she dreamed of during her years at Vassar, she participated in the creation of 
a systematic women’s network that utilized the power of femininity to sway the minds of 
men, and encouraged the liberation of all people 
                                                 
33 American Association of University Women, “College Club Constitution,” American Association of 
University Women Collection, Arkansas Studies Institute, University of Arkansas at Little Rock Archives, 




35 Arkansas Gazette, May 9, 1971. 
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The media, and in particular newspapers, were the tools she used to spread her 
message and goals to the people of Arkansas. The first time she utilized the newspapers 
to her advantage was in 1908, with the school reform effort.  “A friend and I went to 
work to publicize these needs.  At that time, all rural papers had ‘patent’ insides – only a 
page or two being printed locally, the rest coming from Little Rock.  Each week we 
managed to get an article by some well-known state educator in the part sent from Little 
Rock.  We never bought a bus or got a law through the legislature, but we certainly did 
get the word around that we needed them.”36  She continued to use the printed word 
throughout her lifetime to achieve her goals, working closely with J.N. Heiskell and 
Harry Ashmore, editors of the Arkansas Gazette.  She later embraced television, via the 
incorporation of special televised panels during the WEC campaign to re-open the 
schools.  Status, networking, and media became the means through which Terry 
articulated her vision of social justice.  
Terry is not a well-known historical figure on the national landscape; she only 
garners a few lines of text in Arkansas history books for her work with the WEC, and few 
if any Little Rock citizens can tell you about the woman whose name appears on a branch 
of the public library and the Decorative Arts Museum. But Terry was instrumental in 
creating the infrastructure of many state institutions and for influencing the cultural 
norms adopted by many during her tenure as a progressive leader during the first half of 
the twentieth century. At the 1971, annual Brotherhood Citation Dinner of the Arkansas 
Region of the National Conference of Christians and Jews, Adolphine Fletcher Terry and 
J.N. Heiskell were honored for their social justice work. The general chairman of the 
                                                 




dinner, Arkansas Representative Wilbur D. Mills, said that “by her action, example and 
demonstrated patience, made it possible for us to get along with one another tonight. . . 
she is the conscience of Arkansas.”37     
Terry’s unpublished autobiography, Life is My Song, Also, which was dictated to 
Carolyn Rose in 1973, when Terry was ninety-one years old is the most comprehensive 
work on her life.38 Though it lacked many details on her major endeavors, it offered 
insights into Terry’s personality and perspective on many topics, such as her place in  
society, the class structure she worked within, and her own internal debate with 
segregation.39 In her memoir she is self-depreciating about her efforts in many of the 
important reforms she helped organize, including the suffrage movement and the WEC. 
This may be in part because of the “Southern Lady” trope that she swore she would never 
become, but lived daily, or and in addition to the gender conventions threaded into 
American societal norms.40 Her writing revealed that she was also a strong-willed and 
intelligent woman with an intense desire to do what was right, but was often limited by 
her inability to overcome southern social mores. 
In addition to her own autobiography, Terry depicted the life her daughter Mary 
and her struggles with osteogenesis imperfecta in the book Courage!41  As an amateur 
                                                 
37 Arkansas Gazette, May 9, 1971. 
 
38 Terry Memoir. Terry’s brother, John Gould Fletcher’s autobiography was titled Life is My Song, Terry 
titled her memoir in memory of her brother. It was never published because the publishers expressed that 
there are people like Mrs. Terry in every southern town. 
 
39 Ibid.  
 
40 Elizabeth Jacoway, “Down from the Pedestal: Gender and Regional Culture in a Ladylike Assault on the 
Southern Way of Life,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly 56, no. 3 (Autumn 1997): 346-351; Anne Firor 
Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1970). 
 
41 Mary Lindsey, Courage! (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1938). 
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historian, Terry published two books discussing the lives of African American women in 
Little Rock.  Charlotte Stephens: Little Rock’s First Black Teacher and Cordelia: A 
Member of the Household, are Terry’s interpretations of these African American figures 
in Arkansas, and are from the perspective of a white southern woman.42  These texts 
reveal how Terry interpreted the people, places, and events around her, which gives an 
insight into her attitudes and ideas about race, gender, and society.43    
 There are several mini-biographies and one-chapter explorations of Terry’s life, 
almost exclusively related to the WEC, including Vivion Brewer’s The Embattled Ladies 
of Little Rock,1958-1963: The Struggle to Save Public Education at Central High and 
Sara Alderman Murphy’s Breaking the Silence: Little Rock’s Women’s Emergency 
Committee to Open Our Schools, 1958-1963.  Both are heavily documented accounts of 
the inner workings of the WEC and include biographical information on Terry.44   
Bernadette Cahill included Terry in her discussion of the Arkansas suffrage movement in 
Arkansas Women and the Right to Vote: The Little Rock Campaigns, 1868-1920.45 
Stephanie Bayless completed a short biography of Terry titled Obliged to Help: 
Adolphine Fletcher Terry and the Progressive South. Bayless connected Terry to the 
progressive ideology that she matured in, but did not explore in-depth the evolution of 
her endeavors of social justice over simple obligation. Other scholarly works that 
included Terry’s role after the Central High School Crisis are Elizabeth Jacoway’s Turn 
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Away Thy Son: Little Rock, the Crisis that Shocked the Nation, Karen Anderson’s Little 
Rock: Race and Resistance at Central High School, “Power from the Pedestal: The 
Women’s Emergency Committee and the Little Rock School Crisis,” by Lorraine Gates 
and Ben F. Johnson, III’s “After 1957: Resisting Integration in Little Rock.”46       
Terry’s story expands our understanding of the history and infamy of Arkansas, 
but also sheds light on regional and women’s studies.  Some of the scholarly works 
explored include Southern Strategies: Southern Women and the Woman Suffrage 
Question by Elna C. Green, “Down from the Pedestal: Gender and Regional Culture in a 
Ladylike Assault on the Southern Way of Life,” by Elizabeth Jacoway and Gail S. 
Murray’s Throwing Off the Cloak of Privilege: White Southern Women Activists in the 
Civil Rights Era.47  Terry’s life added texture to the fabric of the grand and infamous 
accounts of our historical tapestry.  
Terry was a southern woman spurred to action during numerous pivotal moments 
in Arkansas, southern, and national history. Her story revealed another side of social 
reform and racial progress in the South, one that helped set the tone and crack open doors 
that might otherwise have remained closed to the greater civil rights movement.  Terry’s 
life is an example of the role of privileged white society women, who, could and did have 
an impact on these important issues facing the South by agitating for change and working 
within the white patriarchal system. While some acted from a sense of obligation or a 
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desire for upward mobility, Terry made a very conscious choice to address the ills of 
society and put her efforts into improving the lives of all Arkansans.  Even though her 
endeavors were not all-inclusive, and while Terry occasionally discussed and worked on 
her plans with African American leaders and social groups, these were not coordinated 
projects.  Any benefits that were derived by non-white citizens were generally due to 
fiscal necessity or broad verbiage by lawmakers, rather than there being part of an active 
agenda to establish equal rights for all.  This lack of racial inclusion is now seen as 
overshadowing her successes by modern historians, even though it is acknowledged that 
Terry and her various women’s clubs did help to create an environment for change.48 
Why did Adolphine Fletcher step out of her privileged status and work toward a 
more egalitarian society?  As a daughter of the Progressive Era, did she ever let go of the 
maternalistic feelings toward those less fortunate in society and embrace racial equality? 
When Terry worked closer with women, minorities, and the poor, did she determine that 
their humanity should not be stripped from them by societal edicts? She fully understood 
the racially charged South she lived in, and had figured out that by maneuvering within 
the existing power structure, she could create real and lasting changes to the institutions 
of the community and state, even though they were not always able to cross existing color 
lines. Terry eventually realized that she had “a foot in two worlds – one, her own 
segregated past in which she still functioned in a noblesse oblige manner, and the other, 
the new integrated future that she believed in and that she knew demanded inclusion and 
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equality.”49  Though Terry did at times challenge those in positions of authority by 
marching for women’s suffrage or sitting on integrated boards and committees to the 
WEC, her stature in the community kept her from being ostracized, so she never really 
overcame this dichotomy.  This leaves her legacy somewhat muddled, because while she 
gave freely and frequently of her time and money, she did not have to worry unduly 
about the ramifications of her choices.  If nothing else, it can be said that Terry was a 
woman that encouraged the members of her ever-expanding world to question 
everything, and always look for alternate ways to fight for the betterment of society.  She 
stood up and raised her voice, and called out the status quo.  
                                                 




Chapter 2 – A Progressive is Born 
Women for the most part were not interested in nor taught about what was 
happening in the world outside. A few were interested, but most were not; they 
accepted life just as it was and were very conservative about things.1  
           
    ~ Adolphine Fletcher Terry 
 
Intelligence and virtue being the safeguards of liberty, and the bulwark of a free 
and good government, the state hall maintain a general suitable and efficient 
system of free schools, whereby all persons in the state, between the ages of six 
and twenty-one years, may receive gratuitous instruction.2           
                            
                                     ~Constitution of Arkansas, 1836 
 
The Progressive Era, according to historian Robert H. Wiebe, “witnessed a 
fundamental shift in American values, from those of the small town in 1880s to those of a 
new, bureaucratic-minded middle class by 1920.”3  This new middle class wanted a 
systematic way to control and cope with the problems of the industrial age.  One way to 
achieve this was with continuous government involvement through regulation and 
reform.  Wiebe argues that the largely urban professional men and women who made up 
the middle class at the turn of the century triumphed during the Progressive movement 
with an expanded and more comprehensive bureaucracy.4   In A Fierce Discontent: The 
Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in America, 1870-1920, historian Michael 
McGerr states that the purpose of the Progressive Era was to change people, by ending 
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class conflict, controlling big business and segregating society.5  As the driving force in 
the movement, the middle-class sought to mold all Americans into their image, through 
economic regulation and social reform. They hoped to change the nation, and in the 
process, protect themselves and their children from the chaos of industrialization.6  
Progressives embraced the ideas of order and efficiency much like that of a successful 
business.  Progressives believed in the ability of people to solve their problems through 
science and logic, and it became the government’s responsibility to have a more involved 
role in people’s lives and to provide the experts and technicians that could pinpoint 
problems and devise efficient solutions for them. As the economy and society changed in 
America, it was believed that the role of government had to grow and adapt as well.   
Though Arkansas survived the Civil War relatively unscathed by battle, it was 
still considered the ‘back country’ of the healing United States of America.  Many 
wanted a “New Arkansas” to emerge from the thirteen years of war and Reconstruction, 
and though at times steps towards economic and social change could be seen, Arkansas, 
like many of the other southern states, failed to attain the “New South” ideal of progress.7  
The Progressive movement was a reaction to the corrupt system of giant corporations 
formed during the Gilded Age.  It was an attempt by many to come to terms with the 
dramatic transformation caused by the industrial revolution and the urbanization of 
society. The reform efforts proposed by the Progressive movement were meant to 
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safeguard the tenets of American society, such as democracy and capitalism.8 At the turn 
of the century, Arkansas was still mostly a rural, agricultural, and somewhat backward 
state.  Economically, Arkansas was not suited for the changes that were sweeping the 
nation under the progressive spirit. Most of the manufacturing still revolved around 
agriculture products such as cotton, and the timber, oil and bauxite operations in the state 
were minimal and localized.9  Though wages increased for workers between 1900-1920, 
and most white Arkansans felt that the state was on the right track, prosperity was not 
always equally shared.  Historian Carl Moneyhon contends this modest increase in 
economic advancement in the state, “created challenges to the status quo, especially to 
the longstanding patterns of race relations.”10 
Though progressivism was recognized as mainly an urban phenomenon, most 
southern states did experience a degree of this type of reform.  Arkansas Progressivism 
exhibited characteristics like those present on the national scene, but were peculiar to the 
South and the rural experience.  All progressive reforms in Arkansas were implemented 
within the segregated framework of the South.  In 1896, Plessey v. Ferguson instituted 
the “separate but equal” doctrine that seeped into all facets of public life throughout the 
South. Jim Crow laws dictated that whites and blacks were segregated at schools, 
libraries, bathrooms, drinking fountains or any public facility. Similar to voting 
qualifications for immigrants in northern cities, deliberate disenfranchisement of African 
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Americans through grandfather clauses, literacy tests and poll taxes “limited the 
opportunities or the behavior of certain groups in American society.”11 These measures 
also ensured the continued dominance of the white Democratic Party in most southern 
states, including Arkansas.  
Increased incidents of lynching and other violent acts against African Americans 
in the South led to a steady stream of black migrants moving north. In 1919, heighten 
racial tensions and growing concerns over labor unions erupted into the Elaine Massacre 
in Phillips County, Arkansas.  White mob violence led to the unjustifiable killing of an 
unknown number of African Americans, although it is estimated that between twenty-five 
to several hundred African Americans were murdered by whites and federal troops from 
Camp Pike near Little Rock.12 Even the barbaric practice of lynching continued in the 
capital city of Little Rock into the late 1920s.  Adolphine was living in Little Rock with 
her husband, David Terry, when the last lynching occurred in 1927. An African 
American man, John Carter, who was mentally handicapped, was lynched and burned for 
supposedly climbing onto a wagon outside of town with two white women. There was no 
charge of rape, but racial tensions were high due to the murder of a twelve-year-old white 
girl by a black teen, four days earlier. Fletcher said of the event, “A very small crowd 
took the man and all the people just fell back and the professional people, the police, the 
sheriff, nobody tried to save this Negro and he was lynched.”13  
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African Americans in Arkansas saw little improvement to their daily lives from 
progressive reforms. Though Adolphine Fletcher was aware of the plight of African 
Americans in Arkansas, she did not directly address issues of violence or segregation in 
her early reform efforts.  While her social consciousness was expanded at Vassar, she did 
not seem to consider at any time during this period of social activism of repealing or 
addressing the current state of inequality that was experienced by non-white citizens.  
Instead, her focus was on the development and expansion women’s clubs that brought 
like-minded individuals together, and eventually creating a strategic network of upper 
middle-class white women that understood how to navigate society and influence 
politicos.   
Arkansas was late, like many southern states, in adopting many of the progressive 
ideas, but many felt that the political corruption and poverty that accompanied the 
advancements of the industrial age had to be corrected or eliminated.14 Most reforms 
focused on the building up infrastructure critical for commerce, education legislation, and 
health issues, including the abuse of alcohol.  At the turn of the century, Arkansas was 
led by the political machine of Governor Jeff Davis (1901-1907). During his tenure as 
governor, progressive regulations expanded, but an overall systematic administration of 
these regulations did not exist.  Most reforms were dealt with on an individual basis and 
were only as successful as the people who initiated them.15 Historian Carl Moneyhon 
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contends that “progressive trends continued, although no further steps were taken to 
change the basic operations of government in managing social problems.”16 Davis was 
simply the first to stake claim to the title, “progressive” governor.  Essentially, he was a 
racist and an instigator looking for a cause.  Like many other Southern Democrat 
progressives who promoted reform ideas, Davis did so within the doctrines of 
segregation. Governor Davis felt that “educating blacks merely spoiled good field 
hands.”17  
A comparable example of a governor from another southern state was Benjamin 
R. Tillman from South Carolina. Tillman was Governor from 1890-1894 and Senator 
from 1895-1915.  He and Davis shared a typical southern leadership style and philosophy 
of segregation. Tillman brought many populists and progressive reforms to his state, but 
he was also at the head of movements that marginalized and disenfranchised African 
Americans well into the twentieth century.18  As a reformer Tillman regulated the sale of 
alcohol, equalized the tax burden, reorganized the state railroad commission, limited 
work hours for cotton mill workers, reformed state mental health and penitentiary 
institutions resulting in a dramatic reduction in mortality rates in those facilities, but 
according to historian Richard Maxwell Brown, he was also “the best-known and most 
vitriolic Negrophobe in America.”19  Regardless of his racist acts and views, Arkansas 
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Governor Davis, like Tillman, was beloved by the white people of Arkansas.  He was a 
“trust buster,” reformer, and kept the social status quo of segregation.  He was so popular 
with white voters and entrenched in state politics that he was elected to three consecutive 
terms as Governor.   
During his third term, he ran for and won the Senate seat. He hand-picked his 
successor, John Sebastian Little, from his political cronies.20  Little, like Davis, was 
opposed to big business trusts and delivered a progressive inaugural address calling for 
more funding for public education, election reform, infrastructure investment, and an 
abolition of the badly abused practice of convict leasing.  Again, all within a 
segregationist framework. But two days after his address, Little suffered a mental and 
physical breakdown and Jeff Davis’s long-standing enemy, Xenophon Overton “X.O.” 
Pindall (1907-1900), Senate pro-tempore, completed Little’s term.21  He hated the Davis 
machine, but did little during his seventeen-month tenure as acting governor.22  Two 
exceptions were his securing of the Pure Food and Drug Act in the state of Arkansas and 
the position he created for Adolphine Fletcher as a member of the committee to 
investigate the status of Arkansas schools and recommend improvements.23 This first 
attempt at reform led Fletcher firmly down the path of social activism. 
                                                 




22 Tom Dillard, Statesmen, Scoundrels and Eccentrics: A Gallery of Amazing Arkansans (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Press, 2010), 78-79. 
 
23 Whayne, 275; Katherine Caddock Reynolds and Susan L. Schramm, A Separate Sisterhood: Women Who 




The complete triumph of Progressivist government in Arkansas finally occurred 
with the election of George W. Donaghy (1909-1913). As governor, along with a 
legislature that worked with him, he produced a revolution in state government.24 After 
taking root in Donaghey’s two terms, progressive ideas continued to grow during the 
interim administrations of Joseph T. Robinson (1913-1915) and Gorge W. Hays (1915-
1917).  The progressive ideology took another leap forward during Charles H. Brough’s 
(1917-1921) governorship. Moneyhon concludes that “by the end of Brough’s second 
term, Arkansas government had experienced a virtual revolution in its role in society.”25   
Despite their zeal for reform, few progressive leaders in Arkansas made race relations a 
priority; in fact, many leading progressives often endorsed racist policies. 
 In 1909, George Washington Donaghey was the first governor of Arkansas who 
could undeniably be considered a traditional Progressive.  But he, too, did so within the 
southern progressive tradition of segregation, by keeping up with the demands of the 
progressive spirit without fundamentally challenging Arkansas’s white land-owning 
elites.  He sponsored initiatives in education, public health, and the convict lease system, 
and under his leadership, Arkansas became the only southern state to pass both the 
initiative and referendum, which allowed citizens a more direct role in creating state 
laws.26  Charles Brough further influenced progressive reforms after his election in 1917.   
His reforms included a state commission on charities and corrections, an agency in which 
Adolphine Fletcher became a major participant by improving the juvenile court system 
                                                 








and juvenile delinquent housing, as well as addressing mothers with dependent children, 
and no source of income.  Brough, a strong supporter of President Woodrow Wilson, also 
pushed for constitutional revisions with varying success.  He did implement prohibition 
and women’s suffrage, and built the infrastructure of the state which promoted business 
undertakings.27  As these governors took office, waves of new legislation passed that 
increased government participation in the lives of Arkansas citizens like never before.28  
It was this political climate that Adolphine Fletcher returned to in Arkansas from 
Vassar College, and where she first began her philanthropic endeavors.  As she navigated 
the social scene of debutante balls and courtship, she developed a social conscience and 
embraced the ideas of progressivism that she had been exposed to at college. Her initial 
foray into social reform came about when she, along with her fellow Vassar graduate 
Blanche Martin, was approached to assess the education system in Arkansas.  During this 
two-year endeavor, she developed the friendships and public relations tools necessary to 
later accomplish other social reforms throughout the state.   
Adolphine was a child of white southern privilege, and it is not until her extended 
exposure to the world beyond Little Rock that she understood the true meaning of social 
justice.  Education beyond the borders of Arkansas became the gateway to Fletcher’s 
transformation.  Her mother provided her tuition until she entered a neighborhood school 
at the age of nine.  Subsequently she attended the public Frederick W. Kramer School 
and graduated from Peabody High School on June 2, 1898.29 Her mother had read about 
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the opening of Vassar College, in Poughkeepsie, New York, and believed that this was 
the school her daughter should attend.30  At the time, Vassar was one of the leading 
institutions for women’s education at the turn of the century, and the lessons learned 
there became the cornerstone of Adolphine’s social activism. Vassar College was 
founded by businessman Matthew Vassar in 1861. It opened its doors to its first class of 
353 students paying $350 for tuition and residence on September 26, 1865. According to 
Vassar, “the college offered young women a liberal arts education equal to that of the 
best men’s colleges of the day.”31  Adolphine stated, “I was destined to go from the day 
my mother read that Vassar Female College had been established, for my mother was an 
intellectual with a passion for culture back in the days when there were smart women but 
no intellectual women.”32 Due to poor test scores, Adolphine was not initially accepted 
by the institution, but after a visit from her father, and a letter of support from recent 
Vassar graduate Blanche Martin, she was permitted to attend without any probationary 
period.33  
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Because of the deficiency of academically challenging women’s colleges in the 
South, Fletcher was one of the over 1,000 white southern women who went north to 
women’s colleges at the turn of the century.  Vassar College belonged to the group 
known as the Seven Sister colleges that were considered the best women’s colleges of the 
day.34  Some of the women who attended these colleges returned home after graduation 
and disproportionately formed an elite female leadership in the South that forged new 
roles for women, especially in the areas of social reform and education.35   
Not only did these women help reform the South during the Progressive Era, but 
they also encouraged other southern women to pursue higher education, going beyond the 
gender restrictions and expectations of the genteel south.  They established college clubs, 
opened schools, transformed existing schools, and promoted the idea of co-education in 
southern universities.36 The education received in these northern colleges was crucial to 
the development of their independence and leadership skills while keeping with their 
traditional southern gender roles.  According to historian Joan Marie Johnson, “A 
northern college education enabled them to challenge southern patriarchal society, to take 
public roles heretofore closed to women, and to assert their independence, intelligence, 
and equality.”37  Though they did not consider themselves feminists, they would use a 
combination of femininity and feminism acquired in college to create a new type of 
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southern woman for the twentieth century.38  Historian Sarah Wilkerson-Freeman 
concluded that “the efforts of these graduates set the agenda of social reform for the first 
decades of the twentieth century.”39 Fletcher reflected in her memoir, “My life would 
have been entirely different if I had not gone to a good eastern college, and met the kinds 
of people I did.”40  Her northern education would be the spark that led Fletcher on a life 
of social activism. 
During her tenure at Vassar, Fletcher solidified her belief system concerning race 
relations in the South and rededicated her life to improving the social circumstances for 
all in her home state.  At an informal round table discussion with Vassar classmates, 
Adolphine had an epiphany about her life and what she should do. She recalled:   
One evening we got off on the subject of the Negro problem in the South and I 
made the statement, which I had heard all of my life, although not from my father, 
that if a black man assaulted a white woman he should be lynched on the spot. 
Lucy Burns, who came from Brooklyn and had more experience than I, looked at 
me with perfect horror, and I can still remember her exact words: “For the sake of 
taking revenge on one poor wretch, would you destroy the very foundations of 
law and order in your community?”  Well, I just sat back and thought about that. I 
knew she was right, and it really has affected my entire life.  It gave me an 
entirely different look, an adult look, at the situation which we faced here in the 
south, or for that matter, anywhere.  I think that was the beginning of my spiritual 
education and the beginning of wisdom, and learning not to accept a thing 
because everybody in the community was saying it.41 
 
Sufficiently challenged by her peers and exposed to the ideas of liberal progressivism and 
the immorality of segregation in the South, Fletcher’s experiences at Vassar forever 
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influenced her life of advocacy for those less fortunate. Historian Joan Marie Johnson 
contends, “Few southern women were as brave as Virginia Durr and Adolphine 
[Fletcher] Terry or as interested in challenging southern race mores.”42  According to 
historian Elizabeth Jacoway, Fletcher’s exposure to northern culture at Vassar “led her to 
vow upon her return to Arkansas that she was NOT going to be a southern lady.”43  
Adolphine graduated in 1902, and upon returning to Little Rock she viewed the culture 
differently. She questioned the values of the status quo, yet held onto many of the racial 
edicts of a segregated society. Going forward, she embarked on a lifelong crusade of 
progressive reforms that would help usher the state into the twentieth century.   
Despite her free-thinking spirit, Fletcher was still a young wealthy lady, and thus 
at the urging of her mother she was formally introduced into Little Rock society as a 
debutante.  A debutante is a young upper-class woman who goes to special parties where 
she will meet and be seen by other members of the upper-class.  The word comes from 
the French word for ‘female beginner’ and originally meant that the young woman was 
eligible to marry.  “When we returned from New York,” she wrote after graduation, “I 
felt that phase of my life was over, but had no ideas about what I would do next.  I came 
back to an entirely different life. . . I had never been to real parties before, since I wasn’t 
quite sixteen when I went away to college, but I was twenty when I came home, and 
ready to join the social life of Little Rock.”44 To appease her mother, Adolphine attended 
                                                 
42 Joan Marie Johnson, 108; Virginia Foster Durr, Outside the Magic Circle: The Autobiography of 
Virginia Foster Durr, edit. Hollinger F. Barnard (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1985). 
 
43 Elizabeth Jacoway, “Down from the Pedestal: Gender and Regional Culture in a Ladylike Assault on the 
Southern Way of Life,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly 56, no. 3 (Autumn 1997): 346-352.  Though Terry 
vowed not to be s southern lady, she behaved like one every day of her life. 
 




parties, gatherings, and she participated in the traditional courtship rituals of Little Rock 
society. Fletcher was surprised that “After my return I found that my name had been 
published among the list of debutantes for that fall.”45 Her ready acceptance of this 
antiquated and privileged system only demonstrated that Fletcher was not fully engaged 
with the ideas she had discovered during her years at Vassar. 
Part of the debutante ritual included formal balls, but unfortunately, Adolphine 
never learned to dance.  Despite her years in college she never participated in these types 
of functions, but she “quickly remedied this by hunting up a dance teacher and taking 
private lessons . . . at the time there were just two dances, the waltz and the two-step.”46 
Even though she would meet her future husband, David Dickson Terry, during this time, 
she looked back on this youthful interlude of her life as wasted time and a “waiting 
period.”47  After being home for two years and attending many debutante functions and 
dances, she was finally partnered with David Terry.48  Fletcher recollected that “We 
immediately liked each other very much indeed; to me, a man with curly golden hair has 
always been irresistible. He was an extremely athletic person; he was the best swimmer 
and one of the best tennis players in the state.”49  Though she went into it begrudgingly, 
Adolphine later recalled that she had taken to the life of a debutante after all.  She 
enjoyed the parties and nightlife associated with social functions.  She spent a few years 
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as a socialite before rekindling an interest in the social issues she had cultivated during 
her college years.  “It was only after that I became interested in community affairs when 
an organization was gotten up to see what could be done to improve public education.”50  
It was also during this time that her father John Gould Fletcher died of an apparent heart 
attack in 1906.  Victorian tradition dictated that people wear black for a prescribed period 
of time, while widows wore black indefinitely.  Fletcher’s mother was very traditional 
and practiced all the rituals associated with death.  Adolphine recalled that “My mother 
was very conservative about this sort of thing and for a year after my father’s death she 
kept the shutters closed on the house.”51  Her budding social life was stifled by his death, 
but her burgeoning social conscience began to awaken as she concentrated on helping her 
mother through this difficult process. 
The network of friends and acquaintances from her debutante circle morphed into 
more proactive club membership.  Through the women’s clubs that were common in the 
Progressive era, Fletcher and many other southern white women found an avenue for 
activism while playing the part of the southern lady for the white political 
establishment.52  The pivotal work by Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From 
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Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930, exposed the dichotomy of the southern lady and female 
activist.53 Her work, along with Gail S. Murray’s Throwing Off the Cloak of Privilege: 
White Southern Women Activists in the Civil Rights Era, contend that like-minded 
southern women emerge during the Progressive era.  These women collectively formed a 
female consciousness for the New South.54 According to historian Francis Mitchell Ross 
this woman of the New South used organizations, both locally and on a national scale, to 
accomplish her goals.  Ross asserts, “Women’s organizations, largely creations of the late 
nineteenth century, allowed her to broaden her horizons, gain knowledge, confidence, 
and skills, draw support from like-minded women, and exert greater public influence than 
ever before.  With strength through organization she transcended the traditional 
limitations that had restricted her to domestic life.”55   
In this spirit of civic engagement, Fletcher co-founded the Southern Association 
for College Women (SACW) in 1905, what she called the College Club.  She stated that 
before she married, “her only useful contribution [to society] was to help start the College 
Club, a forerunner of the Little Rock Branch of [the American Association of] University 
Women.”56 Though the purported purpose of the club was to encourage women to attend 
college, it instead became a network of women whose intelligence challenged the static 
tradition of Arkansas society; many members of the SACW later became the grassroots 
activists who changed their state for the better.  According to historian Francis Ross, at 
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the turn-of-the-century “the new woman in Arkansas found her greatest expression as 
club woman and social activist.”57 Adolphine began to cultivate friendships within these 
organizations that would be beneficial to her throughout her lifetime.  Many of the young 
women associated with the SACW shared her ideas of reform and joined her in other 
social endeavors such as suffrage, tuberculosis prevention, housing reform, and 
eventually racial integration. Her first endeavor began in 1908, when she addressed the 
needs of the rural education system in Arkansas, including the consolidation of one-room 
schoolhouses and transportation needs for rural students.  
The “separate but equal” doctrine was not practiced in Arkansas.  Black and white 
schools in the state were not equal. The money spent on African American schools and 
teacher’s salaries was only about two-thirds of what was spent on whites.58 In 1914, 
Arkansas spent $8.15 for every white student and only $3.74 for every black student.59 
According to Arkansas historian Michael Dougan, “Advanced educational opportunities 
for black students were virtually nonexistent, and the entire educational system was 
infected with racism.”60 The failure to bring more African Americans into the educational 
system and to give black schools the resources to keep up with this standard had a clear 
cost.  “The 1900 census reported 43 percent of African Americans ten years old or above 
as illiterate.”61 Though it dropped significantly by 1919, to 21.8 percent, the illiterate rate 
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among African Americans in Arkansas was nearly three times higher than in the white 
population.62  Schools for African Americans only survived because of outside funding.  
Inspired by Booker T. Washington’s biography, Julius Rosenwald, a white philanthropist 
who made his fortune with the Sears and Roebuck Company, aided in the construction of 
338 black schools throughout the state through The Rosenwald Fund. “He believed that 
America could not become a great nation if African-Americans were left behind.”63   
One-room school houses and a lack of funded transportation to centrally located 
high schools in rural areas left many of the state’s African American minorities 
uneducated, or under-educated, in comparison to their white counterparts until the middle 
of the twentieth century.64 Even though the first African-American school in Arkansas 
was established in Little Rock in 1863 by Wallace Andrews, a former slave, and it 
became part of the Little Rock public school system when it was formed in 1868, 
educational opportunities for African Americans did not grow during the Progressive era.  
Charlotte Stephens, the daughter of Wallace Andrews, became the first black school 
teacher in the Little Rock school system in 1873.65      
In 1908, during the brief tenure of Governor X.O. Pindall (1907-1909), Fletcher 
and her friend Blanche Martin were asked to serve on a national committee to investigate 
the needs of Arkansas education and make recommendations.  As two of the few college 
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educated women in the state, Fletcher and Martin readily accepted the appointment.  “In 
the middle of all the parties and other entertainments, I took part in the first really serious 
project of my life.”66 Arkansas had no overall system for education.  The state appointed 
a superintendent of education and encouraged the creation of schools at the local level. 
As a result, educational conditions across the state varied greatly and this localism 
created highly individualized school districts.  Serious inequities existed between urban 
and rural schools, white and black schools, and rich and poor districts.67 Armed with this 
knowledge they sought ways to utilize their social standing to influence and rally for 
change to this fractured system.  This did not mean that they were proposing to 
consolidate schools strictly by population size and geographical boundaries thereby 
allowing for the possibility of organic integration; instead, they stove to impose order and 
recommended the creation of a unified organizational board.  The “separate but equal” 
doctrine remained in place, continuing to foster a growing divide and disparity between 
facilities and staff for white versus African American schools. 
In conjunction with recommendations made by the Arkansas Teachers’ 
Association, this committee conferred and reviewed the current school infrastructure, as 
well as the “lack of revenue” and “a lack of efficiency through a useless multiplication of 
school districts.”68  Reflecting on this period Fletcher said,  
We took our appointment very seriously and after some discussion and research 
found that the schools around the state had no adequate supervision.  Each school 
was a law unto itself; there were no county superintendents and no supervision of 
the teacher except by the local school board which appointed them.  The majority 
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of the schools were one room country schools which had remained the same since 
they were established, and there was no thought of consolidating the schools or 
transporting children to other schools.”69   
 
Progressive reformers across the nation ardently worked to fix public schools.  Schools 
were a civilizing force, a social mechanism for creating new, industrious Americans. 
According to historian Ben Johnson, in this new era the public-school classroom “was 
both a laboratory and a factory which could, they hoped shape a national citizenry 
devoted to productive cooperation.”70  Southern reformers wanted two things from school 
reform: to prepare Arkansas children for the challenges of making a living in this new 
modern age and to entice northern capitalists to invest in the state with its new “capable 
workers and modern institutions.”71  Northern school systems became a model for many 
southern states, with school consolidation and state funding forming the core of Arkansas 
education reformer’s rhetoric.72 Fletcher and Martin also explored the issues of a 
uniformed teacher training program and agricultural schools for the state. In 1906, the 
McFerrin Amendment allowed voters to raise the millage or tax rate on property, but 
opposition to taxes limited its effectiveness and state funding of $4.33 per student was 
low in comparison to other states.73  In addition, there were approximately 2500 school 
districts in the state, and most were one-room schools.74  
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At the turn of the twentieth century most Arkansas children attended small, one-
room schoolhouses with only one teacher, with high schools limited to the larger towns.  
Parents who wanted their children educated beyond the elementary level often moved to 
bigger cities within the state or arranged for their children to board with relatives or 
friends in these cities.  Only the affluent could send their children out of state to be 
educated.75  Most Arkansas children were left with little to no educational opportunities 
past a rudimentary elementary education.  After Reconstruction “local patrons who 
decided they wanted a school carved out a district and set one up. ‘Chicken gizzard,’ one 
of Craighead County’s seventy-seven districts, was so called because its appearance was 
the result of earlier districts taking all the best parts.”76   
The reasoning behind the thousands of school houses throughout the state was 
simply related to student access. With no funding for buses to transport students to and 
from school, most students had to walk to school. Students in rural areas of the state also 
participated in agriculture production that helped support their families. In the Delta, 
school revolved around the planting and harvesting of cotton.  “We went to school in 
what they called a ‘split-term,’” recalled one Arkansan.77 “We would chop cotton in the 
spring and then go to school in the summer when the cotton was growing and then we 
would get out for two months or so, beginning in August, to pick cotton.”78 Seventeen 





77 Richard Earl Owens, interview by author, 14 June 2014, Sedgwick, Arkansas, tape recording, in author’s 






counties did not even have high schools for students to attend.79 Most Arkansas children 
only went to school for six months, which was the shortest number of school days in the 
country.  Over fifty percent did not go beyond this most basic level of education.   
Another issue for the state was the lack of proper teacher training; less than one-
fourth of the teachers in Arkansas had attended all four years of high school. Most states 
by 1900 had some sort of teacher training schools, or normal schools, but Arkansas did 
not until 1907.  The Arkansas State Normal College, a two-year high education 
institution, was established in Conway, Arkansas, in 1907.  With teacher salaries at only 
$34.46 a month, Arkansas was far behind the standard average of $60 found in the states 
to the west.80 Because pay for teachers was so low, many teachers taught only for a few 
years.  During the Civil War, most teaching positions would be held by women, because 
men were needed for the war effort. After the war, women continued to teach because it 
was one of the few jobs open to them, with some only teaching until they were married.81  
After 1900, many men used teaching only as a part-time job while pursuing a regular 
college degree.82  Due to the extreme localism and rural locations, the district school 
board elections became very competitive and hotly contested.  There existed little to no 
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professionalism in the schools and familial connections ensured positions both on the 
school board and in the classroom.83   
One-room schools became the central hub of rural communities, with many 
community events centered around the school and Christian and patriotic ideology.  “We 
did a lot of patriotic stuff in school,” a student remembered, “we recited the pledge every 
day and hung the flag on the pole.”84  Each school district set up rules for the teacher to 
follow with no uniformity throughout the state.  Most of the time the regulations were 
very strict, but reflected what the patrons of the community thought were important, or 
that made sense to them at the time.  Parents and community members were most 
concerned with the teacher being a role model for students. If parents wanted their 
children to act a certain way then the rule for the teacher reflected those personal moral 
standards. 85 For example, according to one Arkansas student, no teachers were allowed 
to smoke or drink alcohol.86 One of the typical guidelines for women teachers was that 
they could not marry or engage in unseemly conduct for fear of dismissal. This rule did 
not apply to male teachers; in fact, male teachers were encouraged to court and find a 
wife so they became part of the community. By 1915 rules and regulations had not 
changed much and the double standard for males and females still existed.  Female 
teachers had to wear two petticoats and bright colors. They could only be in the company 
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of males if they were related to them.87  Teachers were responsible for daily chores, 
lesson plans, and the preparation for school events such as the popular Christmas 
pageant. “Everyone in the community got involved in the Christmas Program at school.  
We had a stage with curtains, costumes, music. . .  All the parents got involved.”88 As the 
only employee for the school, teachers in one-room schools also performed custodial 
duties like filling lamps and cleaning chimneys.89  Children were expected to behave and 
be productive.  Recitation and memorization were the main tools for education in one-
room schools. Students were to be silent unless reciting lessons in basic reading, 
penmanship, spelling, geography, and arithmetic.90   Corporal punishment for students 
was commonplace.  Students were punished by the teacher for any misbehavior in the 
classroom.  The most familiar forms of punishment were spanking, a ruler rap to 
knuckles, or standing in a corner.91 In many schools, there was a discipline of fear 
through the use of threat or the strap. Learning disabilities were not frequently diagnosed. 
Many education reformers felt that Arkansas children were not receiving a well-rounded 
education in these one-room schools.   
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But the field of education was entering a new ideology by the turn of the 
twentieth century. John Dewey was perhaps the main influence on these new ideas on 
education.  Leading education historian Lawrence A. Cremin, in his award-winning book, 
The Transformation of the School: Progressivism in American Education, 1876-1957, 
concludes that “There was a demand for manual training and vocational education, one 
which combined in a characteristic American way the political claims of an expanding 
industrial economy with an older Pestalozzian idea that worthy education deals with 
whole children – hands and hearts as well as heads.”92  To help meet the demand placed 
on public educators Dewey wrote two how-to books, Schools of To-Morrow and 
Democracy and Education, which became handbooks for educators in the early part of 
the twentieth century.  Dewey’s philosophy of approaching children as whole persons 
and education as an extension of their development was a wildly new approach, but 
quickly caught on, even in the rural areas of Arkansas.  His progressive education 
ideology included the ideas of community, freedom, individuality, and industrialism all 
revolving around the school and education of children. He questioned: How could we 
expect to have productive citizens if we did not teach them the tenets of democracy and 
self-reliance?93   
Fletcher and Martin realized that most teachers understood the need for 
improvement in the state.  They wrote to several teachers asking them to write 300-word 
essays on either transportation or consolidation for publication.  “Since we didn’t have 
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the vote yet, we wrote only to men because we felt what they had to say would have more 
influence.”94  Their need for the public to embrace the authority of the essay writers and 
accept their arguments dictated Fletcher and Martin’s actions for using only male writers 
for their newspaper essays. Without the vote, women were considered second-class 
citizens.  Fewer still were college educated and although women dominated the teaching 
profession at the time, law makers and educational supervisors were all male.  Every 
male professional they wrote to responded.  This type of activism, of working within the 
system to change the system, would become Fletcher’s trademark for the remainder of 
her life.  She would always try to find ways to maneuver within the power structure of the 
state and society to change it for the better.  Fletcher and Martin concluded that three 
things were needed to reform the schools: county supervisors, transportation, and 
consolidation.  Their next step was to publicize these needs to get public backing. “At 
that time,” she remembered, “all rural papers had ‘patent’ insides – only a page or two 
being printed locally, the rest coming from Little Rock.”95  Over the next two years they 
ran weekly articles on the need for education reform from well-known state educators.  
County newspapers had no objections, “especially since it would not cost them anything.  
We did all the work and paid for our materials.  Dave, who was then in law school, typed 
the articles for use each week.”96  
In the 1908 annual report on Arkansas education, the Superintendent of 
Instruction, George B. Cook, conveyed the need for progressive reform in public schools. 
                                                 
94 Terry Memoir, 82. 
 
95 Fulkerson, 58. 
 




“No longer are the public schools looked upon as merely supply houses for stored book 
knowledge, but these schools are expected to train the youth for citizenship and life 
work.”97 Also outlined in the report were recommendations made by Fletcher and 
Martin’s endeavor: “the consolidation of weak school districts into strong centralized 
districts, a Compulsory School Attendance Law, professional training of teachers, the 
election of County Superintendents, and the creation of a State Board of Education.”98 
Success finally came with the first voluntary school consolidation after their statewide 
campaign in Scott County, in 1908.99 In 1909, the state legislature passed two acts that 
reflected the influence of Fletcher and Martin’s newspaper campaign and subsequent 
recommendations.  The legislature also passed an act that established four agriculture 
schools and more importantly a Compulsory School Attendance Act.100  Unfortunately, 
the passage of the first compulsory school attendance laws in 1909 meant little since it 
was optional for the counties; naturally most rural counties (especially in the Delta) opted 
out of the law.101 Statewide legislation concerning the issues of consolidation later passed 
in 1911.102  
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  In reaction to Fletcher and Martin’s newspaper crusade and legislative successes, 
Governor George W. Donaghey created the twenty-two-member Arkansas Education 
Commission in 1910.  Adolphine stated, “It was such an obvious need at the time that it 
really went over big, and we very soon retired from printing our articles because the idea 
had caught on.  I think we worked on it for two years and I have never worked on 
anything that was more pleasant or easier to do because the time was ripe for it to happen 
and, although we helped a little, centralization [of school districts] would have come 
anyway.”103 Though Fletcher considered this her “waiting period” it had obviously been a 
productive time.  She fully participated in the project of streamlining Arkansas education 
and witnessed measurable progressive reform. “We never got a law passed or bought a 
school bus,” she would later say on several occasions, “but we certainly did let people 
know we needed them.”104 
According to the George B. Cook, Superintendent of Instruction, Arkansas was 
finally on the correct path of school reform. “There has become manifest in this state a 
wonderful awakening and increased interest in . . . the public schools on the part of the 
entire community of Arkansas.”105 A mutual understanding of all persons in the state 
regardless of their political affiliations or religious indoctrination agreed that for 
Arkansas to embrace the new century and prosper, they would have to improve the 
education system of the state.  The Arkansas Education Commission was created in lieu 
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of a State Board of Education at the behest of Superintendent of Public Instruction 
George B. Cook in 1910.  Since 1902, Cook had not simply reported the statistics of 
Arkansas schools in his annual reports, but also criticized the disorganized nature of the 
education system in the state.  The commission’s charge was: 
to investigate the school systems of Arkansas and the laws under which it is 
organized and operated; to make a comparative study of other school system, to 
awaken sentiment and inform the public, and to formulate recommendations for 
the general assembly, embracing such suggestions, revisions, and amendments as 
may seem wise and expedient in order to make the Arkansas school system 
comprehensive, efficient and better adapted to the needs of our people.106  
 
The ideas that the committee developed were not new to Arkansas education; the 
Arkansas State Teacher’s Association had previously brought these same issues to light, 
causing the creation of the committee under Governor Pindall to investigate the needs of 
the state regarding education.  Fletcher and Martin’s recommendations of creating county 
superintendents, consolidating weak school systems, and funding transportation were 
passed onto the Arkansas Education Commission.  Their two-year newspaper campaign 
also exposed the populace to the needs of streamlining the school system and 
incorporating the ideas of modern educational thought.    
After their first meeting in July 1910, the Commission elected Dr. Henry S. 
Hartzog as its secretary and formed three committees to study and report on the need for 
a State Board of Education, state aid to high schools, and rural school consolidation.  The 
three committees solicited information from all fifty states and created comparative 
charts and information that conveyed the lack of organization and funding in the 
Arkansas school system.  Their first recommendation was to create a seven-member State 
Board of Education, with members being appointed by the Governor for seven-year 
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terms.  The board would generally supervise and inspect public schools, distribute state 
funds, suggest courses of study, prescribe rules and regulations for sanitary inspections, 
and classify and standardize the public schools.  In addition, the board would prepare all 
questions for teacher examinations and certifications.107  In essence, these reforms 
centralized and streamlined the education system in Arkansas.   
Second, the Commission tackled funding for state high schools.  According to its 
study, most states in the union were funding high schools by 1910.  The Commission did 
not request that all local taxes be taken away from school budgets – in fact, it was just the 
opposite.  State funding should be tacked on in addition to local funding. In other words, 
the state would not give aid unless local support was proven first.  The commission felt 
that if local funding was in place it was a sign that secondary education was acceptable to 
the community and had community support.108 The cost of creating new centrally located 
high schools for newly consolidated districts was detrimental to many local school funds 
and the Commission concluded that “the most powerful force used by the practical 
American in the development of high schools is state aid.”109   
The Commission finally found that rural school conditions in Arkansas were 
unsatisfactory—“the houses are inadequate, unsanitary, uncomfortable, unattractive . . . 
lack of teaching apparatus . . . inadequate salaries . . . and there is no systematic course of 
study governing the progress of the child through school.”110 According to the 
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Superintendent of Public Instruction Cook’s report in 1910, 112 one-room schools had an 
enrollment of 10 pupils or less; 179 with 15 or less; 636 with 25 or less; and 931 with an 
enrollment of 35 students or less.111  Superintendent Cook continued that, “The 
committee formulated no definite plan, but asked that the legislation read as such: to 
enable two or more districts to unite if desired, small schools may be discontinued and 
the children brought together into a larger school, and to encourage the grading of rural 
schools so that the best obtainable common school education may be placed within the 
reach of every child.”112 The Commission, of course, had no authority to enact laws. Its 
functions were purely advisory, but its efforts became an additional outlet for public 
involvement and eventual reform.  
Over the course of the summer and fall of 1910, the Commission held over two 
hundred rallies across the state to explain and support their findings to the public.113  
Fletcher utilized her social network, including the SACW, to help strengthen the 
commitment of Arkansans to a new education system.  The SACW sponsored speakers at 
rallies, and hosted luncheons promoting educational reform.  Again, newspapers played a 
vital role in promoting the ideas of the Commission to the public through the inclusion of 
advertisements for rallies hosted throughout the state by the Commission.  Obviously, the 
state teachers’ association as well as everyday citizens worked hard to promote these 
endeavors, especially through the churches.  It is estimated that a thousand sermons were 
given in support of public education during 1910.114 Many espoused that support of 
                                                 









public education was a moral obligation of Christians everywhere.  A consensus rose 
throughout the state that “ignorance was a greater burden to a state than taxation.” The 
commission called upon all citizens to help simplify the state’s educational problems. 
The state legislature of 1911 was the most progressive in terms of how it 
constructed educational reform.  By incorporating what they learned through their 
newspaper articles, and the follow up by a state-wide campaign conducted by the 
Arkansas Education Commission, many of the laws enacted during that session of 
legislation were first recommended by Fletcher and Martin.  The most important reforms 
were centralization of the school system with Act No. 431, which established the State 
Board of Education, state aid for high schools with Act. No. 328, and consolidation of 
school systems, including one-room schoolhouses, with Act. No.116. Public funding was 
also made available for the transporting of students to and from school, all major issues 
brought forth by Fletcher and Martin, and later the Arkansas Education Commission.  
Finally, the state legislature standardized all public institutions of higher learning in the 
state, creating a uniform system of instruction and expectation.115  By 1914, the impact of 
the Compulsory School Attendance Act and other legislation from the 1911 session was 
evidenced in the statistics of that year’s report.  The school population had increased 
twenty-seven percent with an average daily attendance of forty-two percent.  In 1914, 
school-funding expenditures increased in the state from one and one-quarter million 
dollars to one and one-third million.116 Historian Michael Dougan states, “Although 
Arkansas ranked thirty-seventh in literacy, the state was tenth in decreasing illiteracy by 
                                                 






the 1920s and the Arkansas Teachers’ Association (the former STA) had risen from 150 
in 1900 to 1,500 in 1915.”117  
Though she saw success in her first progressive endeavor, it is important to 
remember that these reforms were reserved for white students only, because schools for 
African Americans lacked the level of representation and support that Fletcher could 
wield.  Without a prestigious white patron to speak on their behalf, these schools were 
left to continue scraping by on the crumbs that they were allotted.  Fletcher did find her 
participation in the project of streamlining Arkansas education immensely gratifying, and 
this helped begin her life-long dedication to Arkansas and its youth; in time becoming a 
more all-inclusive pursuit. 
Fletcher came from a class of wealth and privilege, but unlike her counterparts in 
Little Rock, she chose not to turn away from the needs of her beloved state or its people.  
Her enthusiasm as a young college graduate, filled with progressive righteousness, 
carried her through her first social test, school reform.  But could these passions carry her 
through the next challenge?  Did marriage and motherhood turn Fletcher into just another 
privileged socialite housewife with too many social functions to attend, instead of one 
who worried about her fellow man?  How did she navigate the tricky waters of privilege, 
prestige, and power to continue her work of moving Arkansas into the progressive 
twentieth century without ostracizing her social network?  In 1910 Fletcher embarked on 
her next social assignment: overhauling the juvenile court system in Arkansas.  She 
utilized the same tools and techniques that worked in school reform, while also 
expanding upon her extensive network of elite influential friends. This also included the 
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employment of heir femininity as another weapon in their growing arsenal, which often 
served as a façade for the proposal of progressive policies that slowly served to open 




Chapter 3 – Motherhood 
Somewhere I had got hold of the idea that just by smiling at a child a person could 
reform him. But a boy or girl of thirteen or fourteen, who is already deeply involved 
in antisocial conduct, can’t be reformed by a smile.1     
           
    ~ Adolphine Fletcher Terry 
 
Terry was satisfied with the school project outcome, and as with most women of 
the era, she looked forward to the next step in her life – marriage and children.  She did 
eventually marry and have five children, four by natural birth and one adopted, but unlike 
other women of the time, this did not halt her philanthropic endeavors.  Her involvement 
in social movements was a priority, becoming somewhat all-consuming, regardless of the 
demands of her home and family.  As Terry tended to her new family, Arkansas 
continued to change around her during the Progressive era. Her work on the school 
reorganization in Arkansas reflected this reform minded period that strove for economic, 
social, and political justice.  As she continued to champion progressivist policies 
introduced for the betterment of society and government, her success in these measures 
depended upon an expanding role of the state.  This expansion by the state included a 
greater interest in the well-being of its population, as well as the leadership skills of 
someone like Terry. She demonstrated an ability to promote and encourage others to 
support a large public reform program, while also preventing it from being swallowed up 
by a sea of bureaucracy.  
Terry’s style of genteel activism expressed change, while preserving her 
respectability and accountability on the social front.  During this period of progressive 
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reforms prior to suffrage, Terry took on her next project, her most ambitious to date, 
which entailed the development of a juvenile court system in Arkansas. She not only 
became a mother to her children, but also to the delinquent children of Arkansas through 
this project.  It was another avenue by which she was able to assist and oversee matters 
related to the youth of Arkansas, but like the reforms enacted for the Arkansas public 
schools, this system also applied Jim Crow laws; keeping a “separate but equal” policy in 
place.  Even though she had a personal epiphany on the ideas of racial injustice in the 
South during her college years, Terry did nothing to radically alter the status of African 
Americans in Arkansas during her tenure on the juvenile court board.2  Her personal 
views on racial equality were like those of many southerners; she was disheartened with 
segregation in the South and horrified with the violence that accompanied the system, but 
unwilling to step outside the rules of society beyond offering assistance on an individual 
basis.  The expression of her disgust concerning race relations was evident in her 
personal writings and relationships, but the expression of these beliefs did not become 
part of her public persona, until many years later.  
After the death of her father in 1906, Fletcher’s mother was diagnosed with 
cancer soon after. Terry’s mother felt abandoned by her son, John, who dropped out of 
Harvard and went to Europe to write poetry.  She felt that if Adolphine married, she 
might abandon her as well. Adolphine reflected, “I think she would have forgiven me had 
we gone ahead [and married], but I just couldn’t take that chance because she was a very 
stubborn woman and I didn’t want to hurt her. John had been heartache to her because he 
                                                 




had left Harvard and got to Europe against her wishes.”3  Adolphine Fletcher met David 
Terry during her debutante days in Little Rock and wrote of him often in her diary.  After 
the two visited a friend’s farm, Terry described how they became engaged after an 
argument about her smoking: “Dave insisted that I not smoke it, and took it out of my 
hands. Well, we had a mild row over that, but before the end of our stay at the farm we 
knew we would ultimately marry.”4  Strong-willed women obviously did not frighten 
David Terry.  Their courtship was extended due to Terry’s mother’s health. Adolphine 
Krause Fletcher died in May 1909, and on July 7, 1910, Adolphine Fletcher finally 
married David D. Terry after a four-year engagement.5   
The wedding was an intimate affair held at the Fletcher home. William Terry, 
Adolphine’s youngest son recalled stories about the wedding and stated because of her 
diverse associations with individuals from all social classes in Little Rock there were 
“more blacks than whites at the wedding”6  Adolphine described her wedding as a rather 
thrown-together affair, with last minute flowers and guests arriving, yet it was a joyous 
occasion. “There were really more people present than we had intended,” she recalled.7 
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5 David Terry and Adolphine Fletcher Marriage License, Fletcher-Terry Papers, Arkansas Studies Institute, 
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6 William Terry, interview by Elizabeth Jacoway, 20 January 2004, Series I Box 36 File 27, Arkansas 
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The couple honeymooned in Hot Springs, Arkansas, and traveled to New Orleans, 
Louisiana, where they took a boat to New England before returning to Little Rock.8   
Afterward, Adolphine and David moved into her family home, the Pike House, 
and began their life together. Shortly after she became a wife, she quickly became a 
mother, of sorts, when David’s half-sister Mary Louise came to live with them after the 
death of her mother.9  “She was very smart and like me, and we became great friends . . . 
for many years she was part of the family.” 10 When Mary Louise graduated high school, 
she also went to Vassar College. Terry gave birth to her first child, David, in June 1911.11 
She stated that she purposely raised David differently from the way she had been raised. 
She wrote, “Reacting to my own upbringing, I raised David not to be afraid of anything.  
He was never told to avoid large dogs or not to climb trees, and he could have slept on 
the grass if he had wanted to.”12  Terry had been raised in strict Victorian fashion where 
children were dressed warmly even during the summer months to prevent illness and not 
allowed to get dirty or play rough in fear of injury.13  Terry’s son David became a shining 
example of this worldly experience on at least two separate occasions.  At four years of 
age he decided to tour the city of Little Rock on his tricycle without his parents’ 
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knowledge.  He was eventually found watching trains at the Rock Island station and his 
adventures were covered in both the Arkansas Democrat and Arkansas Gazette.14   
Another time Terry left David by accident on a train station platform in Chicago.  When 
she returned, David was waiting patiently for her on a bench.15 Unlike many women of 
her class, she did not leave her children in the care of a nurse.16  
According to Terry’s youngest son, William, his mother had one meeting or 
another every night; she was “not a normal mother by today’s standards.”17 William 
continued, “If I wanted to join Boy Scouts that was okay, but I had to make my own way 
to the meetings.”18 Even though her son’s recollection painted Terry as an absentee 
mother, she modeled the behavior she wanted them to follow, independent and active.  
Her writings revealed a very free-spirited parenting style and a mother who enjoyed her 
growing family: “I had a gift for taking care of children since they never upset me very 
much and I could usually think of things for them to do.”19 Her desire to raise her son 
differently is revealing of her iconoclastic persona that disregarded tradition for 
tradition’s sake.  She wanted her children to experience life, both the good and bad, and 
to become self-reliant and knowledgeable of the world around them.20 In many respects, 
her hopes for her children were the same as her hopes for Arkansas.  
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One result of Terry’s earlier work with school reform was the School 
Improvement Association, a forerunner to the modern-day Parent Teacher Association 
(PTA).  As a new parent, she felt that parents should have input into their children’s 
education.  As David and Adolphine’s children came along, four of their own and one 
who was adopted, she saw the need for a school parent’s group, and became a founding 
member.21 The School Improvement Association worked to increase parental 
involvement in their local schools through parent clubs, beautification projects, and fund-
raising efforts.  Though she quickly and unexpectedly became involved with progressive 
legislation concerning the juvenile justice system, education improvements remained one 
her top priorities for Arkansas throughout her life. 
In 1911, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) commissioned her, 
along with other members, to investigate the juvenile court system in Arkansas and to 
visit with Judge Joseph Asher, who oversaw the appointing of a probation officer and a 
juvenile court board.  The team was to report back to the club on the status of his 
endeavors.  After visiting with Judge Asher, Terry was surprised to learn that he had 
designated her as the chairperson of the juvenile court board in Arkansas.22  She was 
unsure of her ability to lead and serve on the committee, because she knew virtually 
nothing about the juvenile court system.  Because of her education and ties to the 
community, as well as her previous experience with the school reform effort, Judge 
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Asher chose her to lead the committee.23  He told Terry that “he knew nothing about it 
either, since it was a new idea,” but had faith in her abilities.24  
As the chairperson of the Pulaski County Juvenile Court Board, Terry was not 
particularly happy with the first probation officer and assistant officer appointed by the 
board.  She stated that William Rankin was appointed chief probation officer “simply 
because he needed work.  He was a political appointee who had no real interest in the 
project.”25 Netta Schoenfeld, the assistant probation officer, had experience and good 
recommendations, but “unfortunately, this woman had a card index file kind of mind and 
was not cut out to be an effective social worker.”26  So with little direction from the state 
or judicial system of Arkansas, and little faith in the juvenile board appointees, Terry set 
about creating a juvenile court system to meet the growing demands of the state. 
Nationally, juvenile courts were a recent development. The establishment of 
juvenile courts and reform schools was largely a response to changing attitudes toward 
social problems, indicative of the Progressive Movement. Reformers were dissatisfied 
with the criminal courts for not distinguishing between youth and adult offenders, and for 
treating them as if they were “moral and psychological equals.”27 Delinquent, neglected, 
and dependent children were generally punished as adults.28 State and local governments 
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were unsure of how to deal with children, so many were sent to poor houses, prisons, or 
insane asylums along with adult offenders, and others were taken from their parents and 
sent to orphanages.   
As early as 1896, the Populist Party in Arkansas proposed the establishment of a 
reform school to separate youth offenders from adult offenders.29 Statistics showed that 
twenty-five percent of Arkansas prisoners died in 1881, and that percentage had not 
improved by the turn of the century.30 Initially, a prison camp for white youth boys was 
set up in the state, but Governor Jeff Davis protested that the legislature was moving too 
slow and pardoned all white male youth offenders under the age of seventeen in state 
prisons.31  In 1905, Davis then proposed building a state reform school “where white 
boys might be taught some useful occupation and the Negro boys compelled to work and 
support the institution while it is being done.”32 Davis touted this as a “blessing” for both 
white and African American youth and that his idea was a progressive model for others to 
follow. According to author Geoff Ward, though bigoted, Davis was not really wrong in 
his assumption. The reform school was much better than what black youth offenders 
faced in the adult penal system.33 
Juvenile courts were first established in Illinois in 1899, but quickly spread to 
many states along with the progressive ideology of the time. Juvenile court systems were 
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considered part of the movement toward protecting children from the harsh realities of 
adulthood.  Progressives had previously addressed the role of children with new labor 
laws and school compulsory attendance acts, and the new juvenile court system reform 
operated under the same ideas that children were different from adults and they needed 
different provisions under the law.34 After much lobbying by progressive leaders of the 
settlement house movement, as well as child labor activists, and other child welfare 
spokespeople, the U.S. Children’s Bureau was established in 1912.35   
The root of the idea that the state should take care of children whose property or 
welfare was in jeopardy extended back to English jurisprudence as parens patriae.36  In 
the United States this meant that the state, through the authority of the Chancery Courts, 
assumed “control and jurisdiction over the person and property of minors.”37  The Illinois 
law in 1899 set forth the precedent that cases involving children were chancery, not 
criminal.38 Arkansas’s juvenile court law was obligated to save and not punish 
delinquent, neglected, and dependent children. The law defined juvenile delinquents as:  
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Any male child who while under the age of seventeen years or any female child 
while under the age of eighteen for any reason, is destitute, homeless, or 
abandoned, or dependent upon the public for support, or has not proper parental 
care or guardianship; or habitually begs or receives alms; or is found living in any 
house of ill fame or with an vicious or disreputable person; or has a home which 
by reasons of neglect, cruelty, or depravity, on the part of its parents, guardians, 
or any other person in whose care it may be, is in a unfit place for such a child.39 
 
 The Children’s Bureau and the juvenile court system were first put under the 
administration of the Department of Labor and staffed predominately by women with 
college educations.  The first two bureau chiefs, Julia Lathrop (1912-1922) and Grace 
Abbott (1922-1934), both had worked with Jane Addams establishing the Hull House in 
Chicago.40  The juvenile court system was significant both as a legal system and a tool 
for social reform, because it suggested that the public was ready to acknowledge 
childhood “as a period of life deserving public protection and care.”41  Juvenile law 
breaking was seen as less of a crime and more of a symptom of something wrong in the 
child’s environment that required public intervention or even child rescue.42  Julia 
Lathrop, the first bureau chief, stated that “the great primary service of the court is that it 
lifts up the truth and compels us to see that wastage of human life whose sign is the child 
in court.”43 
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The major remedy that came out of the early years of the juvenile court system, 
was the idea of probation.  Juvenile delinquents, along with their families, were 
scrutinized by the courts, and judges began to view “intervention and treatment to 
childhood status, not punishment for specific behaviors.”44  This was a struggle that was 
being faced across the nation, as the sweeping realization took hold that children could 
not be treated to the same standard of punishment as adults, nor housed with them if they 
were found to be wards of the state.45  Reformers were appalled by the conditions that 
juvenile offenders were placed in and felt that probation, if possible, was a better 
alternative.  The main goal was to provide “less restrictive alternatives for children: care 
and supervision at home where possible, boarding home care when rehabilitation of the 
home was seen as impossible, and institutional care as a last resort.”46  
Eventually, the importance of probation for children and the need for probation 
officers was soon recognized, but funding was hard to find outside of the larger cities, 
which tried to pay regular probation officers from public funds.  In poorer communities 
and rural areas many private agencies were still investigating and supervising juvenile 
delinquents as late as 1920.47  However, even within this progressive attempt at creating a 
system that sought to utilize a separate court to deal with the needs of at risk, 
disenfranchised, and abandoned youths, there were still very clear racial divides. 
According to author Geoff Ward, “These early black youth and community experiences 
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foreshadow the institutional development of separate and unequal juvenile justice through 
the first half of the twentieth century, beginning with the Progressive Era establishment 
of Jim Crow juvenile courts.”48  
  While the idea of establishing juvenile courts quickly spread, implementation 
took much longer.  As with many progressive reforms, larger cities complied earlier than 
rural areas because they had a larger tax base to work from and more funds available to 
aid in establishing public programs.  Arkansas was not the only state struggling to find 
funding opportunities.  In 1920, a national study on the juvenile court system revealed 
that functioning juvenile court systems were lacking, in major part due to the lack of 
funding.  
In order to be considered a true juvenile court, the study stipulated that each court 
have the following: (1) hearings for children held separately from those for adults: 
(2) informal, chancery procedure rather than criminal procedure; (3) regular 
probation service for investigation and supervision of cases; (4) separate detention 
for juveniles; (5) a system for recording information in case records; and (6) 
provisions for conducting physical and mental examinations.49 
 
Though disappointed by the report, Lathrop remained optimistic that the courts could be 
educated to perform according to expectations. Katherine F. Lenroot, assistant to the 
Chief of the Children’s Bureau, stated “The juvenile court movement is still in a 
formative period, and standardization of methods and definition of common principles 
are in progress.”50  Unfortunately, the Children’s Bureau and juvenile court system never 
evolved into the program set forth by these early reformers.  In 1940, the Children’s 
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Bureau was placed under the umbrella of the Social Security Act, which “provided the 
bureau with an opportunity to implement new public programs for the prevention and 
treatment of delinquency through the mechanism of state and county child welfare 
programs.”51 Then it became a more comprehensive and successful program. 
The numerous appellate court decisions of the early twentieth century that upheld 
the constitutionality of reformatories and juvenile courts indicated the need for a change 
in the system.  Reformers objected “to a system of criminal justice and courtroom 
procedure which paid no attention to the offender but only to the offense.”52  Juvenile law 
was not wholly embraced by law enforcement, the court system, or state governments. 
Most of the early court rulings were considered symbolic.  Though these new juvenile 
laws and courts were supposed to improve the system, it took individuals on the ground 
in each state to revolutionize and institute a true juvenile court system.53  An uphill legal 
battle continued well into the 1920s, but this shift in attitude about the role of children in 
society can be attributed to the progressive ideology and the wave of social change it 
created.54  The goal was to reclaim “delinquents for an orderly and productive social 
life.”55 The vagueness of the penal code and the abuse of power within that structure led 
to early juvenile facilities that were no more than free labor farms in Arkansas.    
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In 1905, Act 199 stated that the State Reform School was to be managed by the 
State Board of Penitentiary Commissioners with the goals of rehabilitating and providing 
a useful trade or skill for its inmates, but in a segregated setting.56  In reality, the school 
did not focus on rehabilitation, but rather free labor for both the state and private 
contractors.  According to superintendent of the Arkansas Boy’s Industrial School 
(ABIS) in 1947, H.P. Hargis, “If anything can be certain about the ticklish business of 
‘reforming’ a human being conditioned by his heredity, environment, and faulty 
upbringing to be what he is, it is that an institution does something basic and permanent 
for him in giving him a sounder body.”57 Hargis continued, “Our goal however; is not 
mere self-sustainment.  The ABIS exists for its boys, not the other way around,” which 
seemed at odds with the reformative guidance and treatment the children were supposed 
to receive.58 Only three months of the year was spent on education.  For the remainder of 
the year, children were used as free labor at the State Reform School or placed there for 
punishment.59 Labor at these camps was considered hard labor mostly consisting of field 
hand work or construction.   
 During the Progressive era, according to author Steven L. Schlossman, “the great 
majority of Americans, judges included, believed that universal education was a social 
panacea; that children, especially children of the poor, had few legal rights; that 
impoverished parents lacked moral character and were incapable of providing health 
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conditions for child rearing and that anything which the government could do to instill 
their children with proper values was for the better.”60  Her progressive maternal attitude 
toward those less fortunate members of society was prevalent in her reform efforts for the 
juvenile court system. Sometimes she went beyond what was expected of her by 
attempting to see the situation all the way through; for example, she recalled a young 
delinquent teenage girl from a dysfunctional family; instead of just giving her some 
money and sending her to one of the local charitable institutions, she took the young 
woman into her home and on family vacation, then gave her a ticket to Nashville, 
Tennessee, to attend nurse’s training school to make a better life for herself.61 Although 
this situation seemed to end well, others did not.  One story about a young man who 
continually asked for assistance, but never improved his lot in life and ended up in prison, 
was an example of Terry’s desire to never give up on anyone regardless of circumstances.     
By acknowledging the validity of the juvenile system, “the judiciary simply gave 
legal expression to these conventional beliefs.”62  One such case in Idaho was typical of 
the socio-judicial opinions of the day, stating that “It would be fatal to the highest and 
greatest good, both of the individual and of the state, as well as a decided blow at popular 
education and enlightenment, if the state could not enforce compulsory school laws and 
direct parents and guardians to send their children to school during certain hours or days, 
or months, as the case may be.  The delinquent children’s act carries this principle a step 
further.”63   
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In Arkansas, several groups brought the issue of juvenile delinquency to the 
attention of state officials, including school officials, politicians, and especially women’s 
clubs, like Terry’s College Club, the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Club, and the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union.64 These clubs hosted speakers and discussion 
groups on juvenile delinquency and the importance of a juvenile court system to society. 
In 1898, the Women’s Co-operative Association of Little Rock drafted a resolution 
presented at the annual meeting of the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Clubs 
supporting a “juvenile reform facility.”65 In 1911, Arkansas Act 215 established juvenile 
courts in several Arkansas counties, including Pulaski, and called for the county courts to 
have authority over the new juvenile courts.  The cases would be handled by the county 
judge without a jury.66  According to the legislation: 
The judge of the juvenile court shall appoint a board comprised of six reputable 
women and men who will serve without compensation, to constitute a board of 
visitation, whose duty it shall be to visit as often as once a year all institutions, 
societies and associations, receiving children under this Act, and report to the 
judge of the juvenile court the condition of such children and the manner in which 
such institutions are conducted; the said board of visitations shall recommend to 
the judge of the juvenile court, the chief probation officer and such assistant 
probation officers, as may be necessary.67 
 
The law was applied not only to juvenile delinquents in the state.  According to state law 
Arkansas defined juvenile delinquents as: 
Any male child who while under the age of seventeen years or any female child 
who while under the age of eighteen, for any reason, is destitute, homeless, or 
abandoned, or dependent upon the public for support, or has not proper parental 
care or guardianship; or habitually begs or receives alms; or is found living in any 
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house of ill fame or with any vicious or disreputable person; or has a home which 
is by reasons of neglect, cruelty, or depravity, on the part of its parents, guardians, 
or any other persons in whose care it may be, is an unfit place for such a child.68 
 
Regardless of her lack of qualifications for the job, Terry attempted to do her best 
for the disenfranchised children of the state.  She stated, “The legislature had passed a 
law establishing the court, but nothing had been done to implement it.  It seemed a shame 
to have a good law and not do anything about it, so a group from the College Club 
requested the county judge to set up a juvenile court.  He obliged but allowed it the 
handsome budget of $100 a month.”69 Terry set about putting the $100 to good use.  The 
first major obstacle for the juvenile board was housing.  Where did you send delinquent 
wards of the court?  While young white males were the primary recipients of any 
assistance provided by the juvenile courts, white female children found support through 
the actions of Terry and her social activist network. Due to the lack of funds early on, 
Terry and the rest of the juvenile court board housed juvenile delinquents in their private 
homes. Close contact, between the children and juvenile administrators, ensured that the 
children were attending school and being well looked after.  Eventually, the number of 
children coming into the system outnumbered the number of houses available and Terry 
sought alternate permanent housing. Terry stated,  
Obviously, the first thing we had to do was to provide some sort of detention 
home. My cousin owned an empty house in Little Rock’s most fashionable 
neighborhood.  I thought I could rent it very quietly and nobody would ever know 
its purpose.  Why I imagined we could ever get by with it I’ll never know.  The 
day it opened its first tenant was delivered in the Black Maria [or paddy wagon] 
and out we went! The county judge finally gave us rooms in a house next to the 
courthouse.70   
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The second floor of the Gans Building became the temporary housing of the juvenile 
court.  Eventually the court grew to inhabit the entire Gans Building, and included a 
school started by Emma Reiman, a member of the College Club and supporter of the 
juvenile court reform effort. Terry was working hard to provide a stable foundation on 
which the juvenile court system to grow.  
The probation officer positions encountered a period of upheaval over the next 
several years.  Rankin was replaced by Courtney Carrol, who served from 1912 to 1913 
and then left to pursue a music career.  At Terry’s urging, Erle Chambers served next 
from 1913 to 1916, then left to work for the Arkansas Tuberculosis Association, where 
Terry was also a board member.  Jennie Dodge, a Little Rock public school teacher who 
was dedicated to the juvenile court system, served in the position from 1916 to 1921; she 
implemented many of the changes to the program set forth by the board.  In 1921, Lillian 
McDermott, who would later become Arkansas’ first certified social worker, took over 
the position.71 Terry acknowledged that these first few women probation officers were 
“very good with the children, treating them not only as individuals, but also as human 
beings.”72 
Terry’s work on the juvenile court board revealed three things. First, it showed 
her progressive belief that the way one could change society and create productive 
citizens was to start with the children. Second, it showed how her networking endeavors 
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were vital to future social work in the state.  The network of women that Terry engaged 
with grew larger as she continued her philanthropic endeavors with the juvenile court 
board.  These women, as well as other College Club members, became the well from 
which she drew her support for future forays into social reform in the state of Arkansas. 
And third, because she worked within the system of segregation and kept the status quo, 
she faced little opposition to her endeavors. According to historian Stephanie Bayless, 
“Terry is a good example of how women become involved in public issues at the 
beginning of the twentieth century in a nonintrusive and acceptable way.”73  Progressive 
platforms tended to revolve around the family and home. Most women who participated 
in early reforms that centered on family and children believed that this was just an 
extension of their role as the keepers of America’s moral compass.  By using their 
network of friends and colleagues, they created armies of workers that helped organize 
movements.74  This ever-growing pool of women looked to Terry as the catalyst for 
change, regarding the many social ills in the state.   
Her tenure on the juvenile court board also saw a significant adjustment to the 
role and purpose of state reformatories.  The Boys and Girls Industrial Schools of the 
State of Arkansas were created in 1917 to replace a penal-type state reformatory 
established in 1905.75 The Boys and Girls Industrial Schools were separated by gender 
and race. Erle Chambers, probation officer for Pulaski County, had worked hard 
alongside Terry to both replace the Boys State Reform School with a Boys Industrial 
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School and establish a new Girls Industrial School. She reported that both schools were 
to open in the buildings vacated by the State Reform School.  But after a review in July 
1918 by a Children’s Bureau official, it was determined that a new site should be selected 
for the Girls Industrial School.  A $50,000 matching funds grant was released for the 
building of the school.76  With these funds, the Girls Industrial School was relocated to 
Alexander, Arkansas, with Blanche Martin taking charge of six girls. By 1925, it housed 
seventy-five girls.77   
Terry was proud of her work with the Girls Industrial School, but eventually 
became disillusioned with the lack of qualified personnel, inadequate authority, and the 
administrators of the state.78   She explained that Tom Jefferson Terral, the governor from 
1925-1927, “regarded the school as one of the places to which he could appoint people 
who had done him favors and who needed jobs.”79 Though Terry encouraged her to stay, 
Martin resigned in 1925, because she “didn’t mind the work, or the low salary, but she 
couldn’t stand the people who were being appointed and who didn’t have the same 
attitudes that she did toward children.”80 Terry also resigned from the Girls Industrial 
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School board the same year, but she remained active on the juvenile court board for 
another nineteen years. “I learned many things during those years,” she said. “One was 
that a delinquent girl cannot be rescued by sympathy alone.  Giving her a sweet smile just 
won’t do it.”81  Terry, who never shied away from the ugly side of the culture, noted that 
“I am always amused when people try to shield me from knowledge of the sins of the 
world, because I learned everything about human beings years and years ago.  During the 
nineteen years I was chairman of the juvenile court board I was exposed to everything 
from robbery to incest, and if I could have been shocked, I would have been shocked long 
ago.”82 Her involvement in the juvenile court board and industrial schools demonstrated 
her developing confidence. She met the challenges placed before her with a great deal of 
tenacity and saw the limitations and imperfections of the law firsthand, but she never 
gave up on the youth of state or the importance of such a system for Arkansas. 
 In 1914, during her tenure on the juvenile court board, Terry’s second child Mary 
was born with a rare bone disorder that broadened Terry’s compassion for the human 
condition.  “Osteogenesis Imperfecta” caused Mary’s bones to break easily. She required 
special medical attention her entire life.83  A decade of trips to Chicago for medical 
treatments, summers on the East Coast, and winter trips to the desert Southwest to aid 
Mary’s health taxed the endurance of mother and daughter alike. Terry formerly viewed 
the birth of a mentally or physically handicapped child as “the worst grief which could 
befall a human soul.”84  “At first, I was filled with pity for Mary and for myself and, I am 
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ashamed to say, with resentment of normal children,” Terry reflected.85 Terry’s feelings 
about disabilities were commonplace at the turn of the century.  According to historian 
Susan M. Schweik, many cities passed laws against disabled individuals during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century called “the ugly laws.”86  One of the first 
municipal laws was passed in Chicago: 
Any person who is diseased, maimed, mutilated, or in any way deformed, so as to 
be unsightly or disgusting object, or an improper person to be allowed in or on the 
streets, highways, thoroughfares, or public places in this city, shall not thereon 
expose himself to public view under the penalty of a fine of $1.00 [$20.00 today] 
for each offense. (Chicago City Code 1881)87 
 
These types of laws made disabled individuals feel invisible and ignored.   
Another disturbing trend against disabled individuals began in 1883 with the 
eugenics movement.  Sir Francis Galton’s Essays in Eugenics encouraged the passage of 
laws in the United States that prevented people with disabilities from immigrating to this 
country, marrying, or having children.88  Laws in many states resulted in the 
institutionalization and forced sterilization of disabled people, including children.89  Even 
during the height of the progressive movement in 1912, The Trait Book, by Charles B. 
Davenport,  alleged a genetic connection between immorality and disabilities was 
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extremely popular and advanced the agenda of the eugenics movement.90  This book with 
its immeasurable traits defied scientific logic and helped with the process of segregating 
and institutionalizing members of the American population.91 Historian Kim Nielsen 
contends that “Ideologies and practices that belittle and/or limit people with disabilities 
arise from ablest attitudes.  Ablest attitudes are those that reflect a fear of, an aversion to, 
or discrimination or prejudice against people with disabilities.”92  It was the fear of the 
unknown that Terry had to deal with.  She recalled, “Finally, I took a walk to make up 
my mind about what I was going to do.  I decided no more such emotions; I was going to 
pull a shade between what was normal for other children and what was possible for Mary.  
I lived up to it.  I never gave it another thought.”93   
The earliest attempts to aid disabled children were closely related to the deaf and 
the blind.  In 1817, the American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, was 
considered the first school for disabled children in the Western Hemisphere.94  In 1829, 
the Perkins School for the Blind in Watertown, Massachusetts opened its doors. These 
early schools became model institutions that most states tried to emulate. In the 1840s 
Dorothea Dix began her work on behalf of people with disabilities that were imprisoned. 
Post-Civil War endeavors focused on veterans with disabilities caused by injuries during 
wartime.  And in 1869, the first wheelchair patent was registered with U.S. Patent Office.  
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Little advancement in the evolution of disabilities programs occurred during the 
Progressive Era until after the return of wounded soldiers from World War I.95 These 
soldiers expected and demanded the government care and provide rehabilitation services. 
On the national level the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt as President, being the 
first person with a significant disability to be elected to the highest office in the United 
States, helped the movement tremendously.  From this point on a series of Executive 
Orders, court cases, and specialized organizations lobbied non-stop for equal rights for 
the disabled individual.  Over the next three decades continual improvement was made on 
the behalf of disabled Americans, culminating in the passage of Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  
According to historians Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky, “the struggles 
[were] not just over identities and discourse, but over power and access to material 
resources.”96 They also contend that “Twentieth century public policy contributed to the 
emergence of both disability-specific political efforts and cross-disability alliances,” 
eventually leading to the passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.97  From a legal 
perspective, the passage of Section 504 in the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was both 
profound and historic.  It was the first time disabled Americans were viewed as a 
minority group.  Section 504 banned discrimination against the disabled individual by 
any recipients of federal funds.  This section was modeled on “previous laws which 
                                                 
95 Ibid. 
 
96 Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky, editors, The New Disability History: American Perspectives 
(New York and London: New York University Press, 2001), 6. 
 




banned race, ethnic origin and sex based discrimination by federal fund recipients.”98  It 
would be another seventeen years before the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was 
passed in 1990, which mandated that “local, state, and federal governments and programs 
be accessible, that businesses with more than fifteen employees make reasonable 
accommodations for disabled workers, and that public accommodations such as 
restaurants and stores make reasonable modifications to ensure access for disabled 
members of the public.”99  
Terry’s experiences with Mary transformed her view of the disabled.  She saw 
how both society and government marginalized these individuals. The experiences she 
had with Mary influenced her future endeavors on behalf of the disabled.  In her memoir, 
Terry tells the story of a young disabled boy on the train going to see specialists for the 
first time after his father’s co-workers had taken up a collection.  “If I had to look at my 
child every day and know we didn’t have the money to help him, I would have become 
an anarchist.”100  The changing history of disability in the United States intersected class, 
race, and rights activism for the remainder of the twentieth century.101 Terry depicted her 
daughter’s life struggles with osteogenesis imperfecta in the book Courage!, which she 
wrote under the pseudonym Mary Lindsey.102  The book was about a young disabled girl 
who succeeds in living a normal life.  It was really a biographical account of her 
                                                 
98 Arlene Mayerson, “The History of the Americans with Disabilities Act: A Movement Perspective,” 
(1992), accessed December 10, 2016, https://dredf.org/news/publications/the-history-of-the-ada/. 
 
99 “Disability Rights Movement Timeline.” 
 
100 Terry Memoir, 117-118A. 
 
101 Nielsen, 138. 
 




daughter, Mary. Terry writes “I can still remember my shock tinged with anger when I 
first heard Mary referred to as handicapped, because I had never thought of her as 
handicapped.”103 In Mary’s view, her mother was wise.  “She never did try to dominate 
us—some mother’s besetting sin, but was affectionate and comforting when you needed 
her.  She never did try to overprotect me.  She didn’t feel she had to be right there every 
minute and let me do things on my own, but she also saw to it I did everything it was 
possible for me to do.”104   
The Terry house was filled with people; it was big and noisy, something was 
constantly going on.  Mary was treated the same as everyone else.  She attended Little 
Rock High School and Terry wanted Mary to attend Vassar College, as she had.  When 
Vassar turned Mary down because she could not walk, Terry’s emotions boiled up once 
again.105  Terry recalled, “I firmly believe in miracles, not just coincidences for about that 
time the president of Mount Holyoke College was in Little Rock and I was seated next to 
her at lunch. When I told her about Mary’s problems, she said calmly, ‘I think we have a 
place for her at Mount Holyoke!’”106  Mary earned her Bachelor’s degree from Mount 
Holyoke, and then pursued her Master’s Degree from the University of Chicago.107  
Afterward she performed psychological testing at Children’s Hospital in Little Rock, 
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Arkansas, for many years.  When Charlie May Fletcher, Mary’s cousin, was doing 
research on Dr. Albert Schweitzer in equatorial Africa, Mary flew to visit her alone, 
except for the two dogs she took with her.108 Raising Mary seems to have emboldened 
Terry’s confidence in her own moral authority. She stated, “I have always taken Mary’s 
affliction as a challenge.”109  More than ever, she would do what she felt was right and 
necessary regardless of what others thought. “However difficult, I have always preferred 
to meet a circumstance actively, rather than passively wait for something, whether good 
or bad, to transpire,” she reflected.110  
In 1916, a year before the United States entered the Great War anti-German 
sentiment swept the country. Meanwhile, Terry’s family continued to grow and she gave 
birth to her third child, a healthy baby girl they named Sally.  Terry witnessed firsthand 
discrimination toward people of German descent in Little Rock.  “My cousins, the 
Hotzes. . . were under suspicion even though Clara was running the work room for the 
Red Cross and was engaged to an Army officer.  They had all been born in this country 
and had never thought of being anything other than loyal citizens.”111 A descendent of 
German immigrants, Terry took a rather ominous view of the war: “murder had suddenly 
become not only respectable, but heroic and glamorous.  I walked around as if I were in a 
complete daze. I felt as my world had washed away and I had nothing to stand on.”112  
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She underestimated the power of societal prejudice to override individual reason. Given 
her overall life narrative, it seems probable that at some point she made an implicit 
connection between this discrimination and the racism faced by African Americans, but 
there is no evidence of the fact in her personal papers. Perhaps this period of time was too 
brief to form such an introspective connection, because unlike the stigma and ridicule 
experienced by African Americans, Terry and her extended family were still members of 
the dominant white society.  As the war years passed these experiences and prejudices 
did not become part of a fixed social and governmental component, which may have 
allowed the horror to lessen and fade from her mind.    
Terry eventually had another child, William L. Terry, and she and David adopted 
a fifth child, Joseph Terry.  According to William Terry his mother was “strong willed – 
[she] would just make up her mind on something and that was it.”113 An example of this 
stubbornness was when she decided to adopt Joseph without her husband’s knowledge.  
Joseph was an orphan in a hospital bed next to Mary during one of her hospital stays in 
Chicago.  He was six months old and Mary became infatuated with him, as did Terry.  
I thought I had written ahead to Dave and explained very tactfully, that I was 
bringing home a baby. But either he misunderstood or I didn’t explain as well as I 
thought I had, for when I got off of the train with Joe on my arm, I could tell that 
he was completely bowled over, although he never said a word.  He was 
accustomed to the kind of life we had, and I think he like it; he certainly was 
never bored.114 
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According to William his father never said a word against her wishes concerning Joseph, 
or much else.115 Her role as mother to diverse children was also reflected in her role as 
“mother” to many disadvantaged children across the state.   
Terry’s philanthropic endeavors were not all public policy or huge projects.  
Many times, her empathy for people was delivered straight from her back door, and many 
of the less fortunate in the city of Little Rock looked to her for nurturing and guidance.  
These individuals, which her family called, “Mother’s clients,” came to Terry’s door and 
asked for assistance on a regular basis.  She rarely, if ever, turned anyone away the first 
time.116  These very personal relationships reinforced the maternalistic tendencies of 
Terry’s early progressive reform efforts.  She tended to give hand-outs, instead of a hand 
up, to marginalized citizens.   Her “clients” would ask for assistance, sometimes 
monetary, sometimes references, or even just advice.117  Terry always found a way to 
assist them.  Her reflections are full of these types of everyday stories and her obligation 
to help those less fortunate.  Terry also understood that not all of her attempts to help 
people were going to be successful. But if one never tried, then how could one ever 
succeed?   
Terry was proud of her accomplishments with both school reform and the juvenile 
court system.  She had systematically worked within the confines of her class and gender 
to improve the lives of Arkansas children, but she still failed to realize how to find a way 
to extend this same level of improvement to a significant portion of the affected 
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population.  The new courts protected African American children just like their white 
counterparts, but their opportunities were geared towards the support of the management 
of this system, and not growth and rehabilitation.  They remained marginalized as 
resources continued to be doled out based on an individual’s class, race, and social level.  
As the United States sat on the precipice of the Great War, Terry could not imagine the 
many changes and challenges to be faced in the coming years, but she quickly learned to 
place her trust and faith in the members of her women’s clubs, because they served as the 
foundation from which she built and carried out her social activism efforts.    
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Chapter 4 – I Am Woman! 
 
It is unthinkable that a national government which represents women should ignore the 
issue of the right of all women to political freedom.1 
 
     ~ Lucy Burns, 1913 
 
When an idea is ready to be born, nothing in the world can hold it back.2   
     ~ Adolphine Fletcher Terry 
Two major events occurred toward the end of the Progressive era that were 
crucial to Terry’s evolution as a racial progressive.  The first was the passage of the 19th 
amendment to the United States Constitution.  While women’s suffrage in Arkansas was 
a largely segregated movement, Terry found herself allied with new social groups from 
the conservative Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) to more radical 
elements like the National Women’s Party (NWP), both of which had white female 
members that were outside of her regular class of associates.  Yet, for all of her 
nonchalance about her role in helping women secure their right to vote, Terry is 
repeatedly recognized as one of the few people that was able to navigate and influence 
these varying organizations, bringing about unification across class and social lines.  
 Women’s groups and networking were vital in endorsing and eventually passing 
women’s suffrage in Arkansas, something that Terry was quickly emerging as a central 
figure for on multiple levels. Historian Elizabeth Taylor contends that “among the 
southern states, Arkansas played a significant role.  She [Arkansas] was the first to permit 
women to vote in primary elections and among the first to ratify the Nineteenth 
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Amendment.”3  The tactic of using networking to promote an ideology and persuading 
authorities to vote in their favor was used repeatedly by Terry in her efforts to secure 
equal rights in Arkansas.    
The other major event to affect Terry was the creation in 1918-1919 of the Young 
Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) for African Americans in Little Rock.  As a 
part of the YWCA advisory board, Terry worked closely with African Americans in 
Little Rock and empathized with their desire to be recognized as equals in the 
community.  Similar to her actions during the fight for women’s suffrage, Terry sought to 
establish relationships with women outside her normal social sphere, in this case crossing 
racial barriers and discovering for the first time a shared humanity and desire to be a 
guiding female force for the betterment of their members.  The YWCA offered African 
American women a socially approved gathering place and provided opportunities for 
individual improvement.  Because she met with them on a frequent and regular basis, that 
gave them all the opportunity to learn about their individual lives.  Terry was able to 
recognize these women as more than just a group of people that required assistance to 
live a progressive lifestyle.  The exploration of shared family and social concerns was 
perhaps the first time that Terry saw these women as relatable, and even close to being 
equals. This exposure to the African American community was pivotal for future social 
and philanthropic efforts that Terry undertook, becoming a touchstone that she found 
herself relating to more and more as the years passed.  
In 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott and approximately 300 supporters 
met in Seneca Falls, New York and signed the Declaration of Sentiments, which stated 
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that the signers held “these truths to be self-evident that all men and women are created 
equal.”4 These early suffragists had few illusions about the long and difficult road ahead 
of them.  Not only were they working in the volatile abolitionist movement, but most 
people, both men and women, thought that the idea of woman equality was too radical 
and undermined the foundations of society.  Eventually anti-suffrage groups tried to 
associate divorce, promiscuity, and child neglect to the suffrage movement in hopes of 
minimizing support.5   
Prior to the Civil War, the abolition and woman equality movements worked 
together toward abolishing slavery and promoting woman equality.  Women saw 
similarities in their plight as women in American society and those of slavery. They used 
these sentiments to further their cause and challenge gender conventions.  When the Civil 
War began in 1861, women suspended their quest for equality to devote all their 
resources to freeing the slaves.6 But after the passage of the 13th amendment in 1863, 
women abolitionists put all of their efforts into the idea of universal adult suffrage, for 
both blacks and whites, and created the American Equal Rights Association (AERA). 
Many abolitionists, mainly male abolitionists, felt that this idea was too much for the 
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country to handle at one time and wanted to focus on black male enfranchisement, not on 
woman equality.7  
After the passage of the 14th amendment in 1868, suffragists felt betrayed by their 
male counterparts and some suffragists feared that if they did not act quickly they would 
be left out of the equality equation. This issue split the AERA, Stanton and Mott created 
the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), which focused on securing a 
constitutional amendment for woman suffrage. Another group formed the American 
Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), which worked to include woman suffrage in the 
15th amendment.  The passage of the 15th amendment, which enfranchised African 
American males, but did not extend the vote to women, pitted these organizations against 
each other for control of the woman’s movement for next twenty years.8   
By the 1890s, the fierce animosity between the two suffrage groups had subsided 
and a new generation of women had joined the ranks of both AWSA and NWSA.  The 
two groups united and formed the National American Woman Suffrage Association 
(NAWSA). This national organization was led by Carrie Chapman Catt, who had worked 
closely with Susan B. Anthony.  As Catt molded the NAWSA into a “tightly controlled 
lobbying machine,” other forces effected the role of women in society.9  More upper and 
middle-class women were obtaining college educations and the club movement that 
started as social gatherings for these women, turned into a vehicle for social reform 
networks.  These women powered the Progressive era reform movements throughout the 
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country while learning the skills necessary to promote and implement social reforms.  
According to historian Janann Sherman, “American women had long been regarded the 
guardians of virtue and morality, and now, in the Progressive era, they began exercising 
their influence to clean up the messes men made in society.”10  By the turn of the century 
the suffrage movement was gaining momentum, “partly because supporters were better 
organized and more politically sophisticated, but also because suffrage leaders had 
narrowed their goals and found way to justify the enfranchisement of women in less 
threatening ways.”11 
In Arkansas, after the passage of the 15th amendment, enfranchisement for 
African American males flourished for several years, but after the collapse of 
Reconstruction and the instituting of Jim Crow Laws, voting for African American males 
was all but non-existent in the state.  In 1891, the Arkansas General Assembly, led by an 
all-white Democrat Party, passed election laws that barred most African Americans from 
voting. These legal measures included literacy tests and poll taxes, which few black 
Arkansans could pass or pay.  If these measures did not work, white Arkansans sought to 
reduce African American turnout at the polls, by using violence and intimidation.12  
Arkansas initially proposed a women’s suffrage bill in 1868, which was 
introduced by Miles Ledford Langley of Arkadelphia (Clark County), a representative to 
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the Arkansas Constitutional Convention.13  On February 11, 1868, the Arkansas Gazette 
reported that he made a motion that “all citizens 21 years of age, who can read and write 
the English language, shall be eligible to the elective franchise and entitled to equal 
political rights and privileges.”14  Langley even delivered an earnest address on the issue 
of women’s suffrage to the Arkansas House of Representatives the next day, but “his 
remarks elicited much laughter,” reported the Gazette on February 15.15  Langley sadly 
wrote to Susan B. Anthony on March 5, 1868, and apologized for the 1868 Arkansas 
Constitution which did not give a ‘guarantee to woman her God-given and well-earned 
rights of civil and political equality.”16 The NWSA was organized in 1869 for the sole 
purpose of winning a federal amendment for woman suffrage.  It took two decades before 
the organization became viable in Arkansas, but once established, it set up the building 
blocks for the state’s women’s suffrage effort.  
After Langley’s failed attempt to attain women’s suffrage in Arkansas, the idea 
remained undeveloped for several years. In the 1880s, the cause was revived by a group 
of progressive women, when Mrs. Mary W. Loughborough of Little Rock began a 
publication titled the Arkansas Ladies’ Journal in June 1884.  The magazine was 
specifically designed to address women’s issues in the state, including suffrage.17 The 
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publication lasted a little over a year and ceased its publication upon the death of its 
founder, but it was an important tool for spreading the idea of voter equality.  During this 
time, other women were taking up the cause throughout the state.  Mrs. Lizzie Dorman 
Flyer, a native of Massachusetts, moved to Arkansas in 1880.  She practiced law in the 
state and in March 1884, went to Washington, D.C. to attend the annual convention of the 
NAWSA.18  This was the first time Arkansas was represented in the movement on the 
national level.   Flyer tried to organize a suffrage society, but admitted that it was not 
readily accepted throughout the state.  Remaining steadfastly optimistic, she “seemed to 
feel that a little persuasion would make the people of Arkansas receptive to votes-for-
women philosophy.”19 Unfortunately the effort perished with her death in November 
1885.  Three years later, the cause was revived in the state’s capital, Little Rock, again by 
a non-native Arkansan. 
When Clara A. McDiarmid, originally from Kansas, moved to Arkansas during 
Reconstruction, she realized that she had “forfeited two rights very dear to her – one was 
the right to vote in certain elections (Kansas women could vote in elections relating to 
schools) and the right to practice law before the courts.”20  McDiarmid opened a law 
office in Little Rock and offered her services freely to women.  In 1888, she organized an 
equal suffrage association, which held monthly meetings to promote and distribute 
information about women’s right to vote.21  At the same time three other Little Rock 
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women -- Catherine Cuningham, Mary Burt Brooks, and Haryot Holt Cahoon -- began 
publishing the Woman’s Chronicle. Throughout its five years of existence, most of the 
articles focused on women’s suffrage and the temperance movement.22 The publication 
sold for one dollar a year in advance and its motto was “For the cause that lacks 
assistance, for the wrong that needs resistance, for the future in the distance, and the good 
that we can do.”23 Cuningham, as the senior editor, asked for enfranchisement in several 
editorials contending that women were the moral fabric of the country and since they 
made up half of the population, if given the vote, they could make a marketed 
improvement on society’s ills.24   
Though separate from the temperance movement, the Arkansas Woman’s 
Christian Temperance Union was one of the strongest organizations to support women’s 
suffrage, and “officially demanded municipal suffrage for women in 1888.”25 The 
National WCTU was founded in 1874 and the Little Rock organization followed in 
1879.26  Both the temperance and suffrage movements had something to offer each other.  
If women got the right to vote, they could vote for temperance and the temperance 
movement had the national grassroots network to connect their members to the women’s 
suffrage movement.27  
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  Though the suffrage movement was gaining momentum, in Arkansas throughout 
the 1890s Little Rock remained the center of the women’s movement in Arkansas.  
Organizational meetings, public speakers, promotional articles, and mailings drove a 
weak though well-meaning campaign by a group of women championing the cause of 
equal suffrage.  They maintained an affiliation with the NAWSA, sending in annual 
reports and sometimes attending national meetings, but had very little growth in 
membership throughout Arkansas. In February 1889, Susan B. Anthony spoke in three 
different cities around the state: Helena, Fort Smith, and Little Rock.28  In Little Rock she 
was introduced by the governor and had a large audience in attendance. The organization 
even tried to set up auxiliary chapters or societies in other cities with little to no 
success.29  Suffrage bills were introduced about the suffrage issue several times 
throughout the 1890s, including bills permitting women to vote solely on school 
elections, but these bills did not pass.  At the turn of the century the movement just did 
not have enough influence to force political leaders to action. 
Being a suffragist in nineteenth century Arkansas required superior courage and 
determination.  It meant enduring strong social disapproval and much ridicule.  Since the 
general attitude of the public was that women needed to stay home and were too 
emotional for politics, women’s rights arguments were usually received with laughter and 
jeers.  Catherine Cuningham, an editor of the Woman’s Chronicle, was subjected to 
“much adverse criticism” and told “to go home and attend to her house and babies.”30 
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When the suffragists did not meet active prejudice, they often found in its place an 
attitude of extreme indifference. The Woman’s Chronicle stated editorially: “One of the 
greatest hindrances to the movement is found in the apathy manifested by numbers of 
women.  They are not interested because education has done so little in times past toward 
their enlightenment.  Custom made it unwomanly for them to think and act for 
themselves as rational beings, and they are not yet fully awake to the vital importance of 
the movement.”31 Catherine Cuningham died on April 1, 1908, prior to the adoption of 
the equal suffrage amendment to the Constitution.  Her grave marker reads, “I did the 
best I could.”32 
Some opponents of woman suffrage claimed that women did not really want the 
vote and that if they did get the vote, they would not actually cast a ballot.  Others argued 
that enfranchised women neglected their homes and families for politics.  Still others 
worried that women would either vote as their husbands directed or they would vote 
against their husband’s choices creating dissension in families. Another argument against 
woman suffrage held that women should not receive the vote, because they did not serve 
in the army and therefore could not back up their ballots with force.33  But most 
opponents simply held that women’s suffrage was contrary to the teachings of the Bible 
and the laws of nature and that women should keep to their activities in the home.34   
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Those in favor of enfranchisement sent forth just as many arguments.  They stated 
that women should be allowed to vote because they were subject to the laws of the land 
and should have a say in their making.35  Also, they believed that women were taxed 
without representation and that the United States could not be a true democracy if half of 
the adult population could not vote.36  They argued that many of the existing laws were 
unfavorable to women and that it was a natural right for women to vote.  Women were 
just as capable and qualified as men to vote and run a household.37   
When Clara McDiarmid died in 1899, the woman’s suffrage movement died in 
Arkansas as well.38 By 1901, there was no association left in the state, as the Progressive 
movement began sweeping across the nation in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Arkansas was without an organized suffrage movement, and activity for this cause did 
not renew itself until 1911.  Arkansas was still a rural area with little infrastructure, and 
these early valiant efforts towards equal suffrage lacked organization. Terry made no 
mention of these early attempts at enfranchisement in her records, although at this time 
she was attending Vassar, already exposing herself to more liberal thought.  
Though very little is mentioned in Terry’s accounts concerning her involvement 
in the suffrage movement in Arkansas, other sources indicate that Terry was very active 
in the struggle for a women’s right to vote.  Terry initially wrote a scathing article that 
was published on the front page of the Arkansas Gazette. In her article, she condemned 
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another newspaper article that criticized women for attending the trial of a child victim, 
which insinuated that women could not handle the traumas of life by sitting on a jury of a 
horrendous crime.39  Her article further argued that women be granted equal status with 
men. Indirectly, it became the impetus for the formation of the Woman’s Political 
Equality League (WPEL) of Little Rock in January 1911.  Prior to this time there was 
little affiliation with the national branches of the suffrage movement within the state of 
Arkansas, outside limited correspondence between individuals and national officers. 
Terry’s article proved to be the point of change for the movement to build momentum in 
the state.40 The suffrage movement was critical to the overall influence and power women 
in the state political arena.   
Terry’s younger sister, Mary Fletcher, had followed in her sister’s footsteps and 
graduated from Vassar (10 years later), and like Adolphine, she became involved in 
several progressive reform efforts.  Whether Terry purposely stepped back from leading 
the movement early on because she wanted to give her sister an opportunity to lead, or 
because she was too busy with the Juvenile Court reorganization, or because home life 
with young children took up too much of her time, is hard to say. In her memoir, she 
stated that she was too busy and did not want to take on any new responsibilities, but by 
1915, sources indicate she was very active in the movement in Little Rock. Historian 
Bernadette Cahill contends: “To accept Terry’s own words at face value on her work on 
the important issue of women suffrage – a campaign by which the female fifty percent of 
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the population finally won the right to vote – is to miss a significant part of the life of 
Little Rock’s twentieth-century grande dame of social and political activism.”41 A speech 
given by Mrs. Florence Cotnam, the local representative of the NAWSA, the largest 
suffrage group in the country, stated that both Adolphine and Mary Fletcher “were very 
active workers for the suffrage during the first years of the organization.  Indeed, it was 
not until the work was well under way that they relaxed their efforts and both are still 
ardent suffragists.”42  
Both sisters were instrumental in creating the WPEL of Little Rock in 1911, 
which was considered the beginning of the statewide suffrage movement in Arkansas, 
and Mary was elected its first president.43 Though very active, the group was unable to 
convince the legislature to pass any bills to aid in the suffrage movement.  That did not 
stop Terry from lending a hand at rallies and parades and encouraging other women to 
join the movement in Little Rock.44  Reflecting on her time in the movement, Terry 
stated: 
We acted like complete hellions to get the vote.  We of the ‘lady’ class had 
always been on a pedestal . . . beauteous womanhood, all that kind of junk.  The 
men had looked up to us, idolized us.  They had changed their attitude when we 
tied ourselves to telephone poles and did the unseemly and unladylike things to 
attract attention to our cause.  The Negros and the college students are using the 
same tactics today.  It’s funny but you just have to do it.  ‘Ladies and ‘Uncle 
Tom’s’ don’t get anywhere.45   
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Terry’s little sister may have been the official leader of the WPEL, but Terry irrevocably 
became a major component of this important progressive reform effort.  
Little Rock once again became the epicenter for the women’s movement in 
Arkansas.  The state legislature, for the first time, debated a women’s suffrage resolution.  
Mary Fletcher, was the president of the newly formed WPEL of Little Rock.  Mrs. W.P. 
Hutton was elected vice-president and along with seventy-five other members they set 
out to revolutionize women’s rights in Arkansas.46  Though their main objective was 
enfranchisement for women, the League also wanted its members to concern themselves 
with all issues at the state and local levels that were of special interest to women.  Eight 
men are listed on the original membership roster and annual dues were one dollar.47  On 
January 20, 1911, George P. Whittington of Garland and George L. Grant of Jackson 
introduced a suffrage resolution proposing the enfranchisement of women through an 
amendment to the state constitution.48 Whittington’s argument was that “If every Negro 
in the state is allowed to cast his vote on questions of State importance, even though he 
many not own a foot of land or possess enough property to be recorded on the assessor’s 
books, then I see no reason why women should not be allowed to vote.”49   
The resolution was not only debated on the floor in the state assembly, but in local 
newspapers as well.  An editorial comment in the Arkansas Democrat “doubted that 
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woman suffrage would be adopted within their generation or the next.”50  The editorial 
continued that most women did not want to vote and few would vote if given the chance.  
The Democrat maintained that the suffrage movement was a hobby of idle women and 
asserted, “It is the woman without home life, more often, who most needs have 
something to employ her mind, and having tired of theater parties and poodles, her mind 
naturally reverts to the suffrage question.”51   
President Mary Fletcher and other members of the WPEL spoke before the House 
committee during the public hearing in favor of the resolution.52  They spoke of the 
importance of women needing the ballot to address issues important to them such as food 
laws, street cleaning, tenement issues, and other local evils that women dealt with on a 
daily basis as head of the domestic sphere.53  The WPEL also presented evidence of the 
successful women’s suffrage movement in Colorado to the committee and connected the 
passage of equal suffrage and positive social reforms. The WPEL insisted that the same 
could happen in Arkansas if the members were so inclined to be forward thinking.54 
To the relief of the suffragists, efforts to table the resolution were rejected.  A full 
House debate was held on April 12, 1911.55  The chief speaker on behalf of the measure 
was George L. Grant, who said that the enfranchisement of women was long overdue. He 
                                                 














believed that the main opponents were the liquor interests, who feared women would vote 
for prohibition.  He pleaded with House members not to go on record “favoring their 
interests to the exclusion of an intelligent class of possible voters.” 56   He stated, “We 
have never given woman a fair show.  About all the rights she has in this State are those 
of getting religion and getting arrested, along with the blessed privilege of paying taxes.  
It is a burning shame that she must be taxed to support a government in which she has no 
choice.  She has fewer rights than the dirtiest Negro.”57  There was much opposition to 
the measure as well.  Many maintained that a woman’s place was in the home and that if 
women could vote, there would be a major breakdown of the home and State.   
In disputing the enfranchisement of African American men over white women 
southern segregationists argued, “It has been stated here that Negroes of the South have 
the right to vote.  This is no argument.  The white men of the South never gave them the 
right. Instead of giving women the right to vote, let us repeal the Federal Constitutional 
provision that extends this privilege to the Negro and place the reins of government 
where they belong – in the hand of white men.”58 After the debate, a motion to postpone 
the motion indefinitely passed sixty-three to thirteen, and women’s suffrage was rejected 
again by the state of Arkansas.59  Unlike previous attempts in Arkansas, this setback did 
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not dissolve the organization of women suffragists.  Instead, it motivated them, doubling 
their efforts to bring the issue to the House floor as often as possible.   
According to historian Kelly Jones, “African-American women’s political 
potential became imminent enough that the presence of black women as political actors 
figured into white men’s opposition to the woman suffrage movement in Arkansas, 
including fears that African-American women would become a large enough block of the 
electorate to cancel out or outdo the votes of white women.”60 And historian Glenda 
Gilmore contends, “Southern white men reordered Southern society through segregation 
and disenfranchisement in the 1890s because they realized that African American success 
not only meant competition in the marketplace and the sharing of political influence, but 
also entailed a challenge to fundamental social hierarchies that depended nearly as much 
upon fixed gender roles as they did on privileges of whiteness.  Black progress threatened 
what southerners called ‘place.’”61 More importantly this meant that racism filtered into 
the woman’s suffrage movement throughout the South and expressed through rhetoric of 
white women were more capable of voting than African American men. One example 
was when Clara McDiarmid, one of the earliest supports for women’s suffrage in the 
state, stated: “My coachman, who can neither read nor write can vote, while I am classed 
with idiots, criminals.”62  Historian Janann Sherman contends that there are “two 
principle arguments involving race [which] characterized the movement: that white 
women ought not be the political inferiors of black men and that woman suffrage would 
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not threaten white supremacy.”63 This blocking of African American women’s 
participation in the suffrage movement produced moments of friction and estrangement 
from 1847 to 1920.64 To combat these beliefs both white and African American women 
developed extensive club movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.   
As African American women continued to be held at arm’s length or excluded 
from the activities of white women suffragists, so African American women began to 
organize themselves. With a strong history of community black women started their own 
clubs, since they were not welcome in clubs run by white women. Being victims of both 
racial and gender prejudice, their agendas were different than those of the white 
clubwomen. African American suffrage leader Mary Church Terrell, reminded white 
women “not only are colored women handicapped on the account of their sex, but they 
are everywhere mocked on account of their race. We are asking that our sisters of the 
dominant race do all in their power to find solutions to the injustices to which colored 
people are victims.”65 African American clubwomen put a strong emphasis on racial 
uplift, as well as gender equality.  These parallel movements were both concerned with 
progressive issues of poverty, temperance, and education, but unlike their white 
counterparts, African American civic club women also worked against lynching, Jim 
Crowism, race rioting and violations against African American women, which were the 
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pressing needs in their communities.66  Club life remained an important part of black 
women’s community activism throughout the Progressive era. 
African American women organized themselves into the National Association of 
Colored Women (NACW), with a league of affiliated branches, including one in Little 
Rock formed in 1897 by Charlotte Stephens. Though there is no evidence that Terry was 
in direct contact with the members of the NACW, she was close friends with Stephens 
and mentions in Stephens’s biography the importance of her clubwoman efforts for 
African Americans in Little Rock.67 So it is highly possible that Terry was cognizant of 
African American women’s efforts concerning suffrage, but again she remained within 
the confines of the segregated south when dealing with the needs of the African 
American community.   
Joining Mary Church Terrell among the national leadership of the woman’s 
suffrage movement, was Ida B. Wells-Barnett.  An outspoken critic of lynching in the 
South, Wells-Barnett began her journalism career in Memphis, Tennessee, but soon 
found herself exiled for criticisms of the practice.  After moving to Chicago, she 
continued her campaign for federal legislation against lynching, and was one of the two 
women founding members of National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), which was the national organization dedicated to the empowerment of 
African Americans. Wells-Barnett also founded the interracial Alpha Suffrage Club in 
Chicago which worked tirelessly for women’s suffrage.68  
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Even after all of their efforts for woman suffrage African American women were 
still considered not equal to their white counterparts in the movement.  An example of the 
position in the movement occurred when Alice Paul organized approximately 8000 
women to march against Woodrow Wilson’s at his inauguration. Paul asked the African 
American delegations to march at the end of the parade, out of respect for the southern 
suffragists.  Paul was cognizant of her need for southern support in Congress and in the 
ratification process when the time came to pass a suffrage amendment. Though most 
African American groups complied with her request, Wells-Barnett, leader of the Alpha 
Suffrage Group, in defiance to Paul’s request joined the Chicago group mid-parade. 
According to historian Janann Sherman, “a close alliance with black women came at too 
high a price for most white suffragists, many of whom shared the racism and nativism of 
turn-of-the-century America.”69 Gilmore further contends that these organized black 
women’s “progressive visions, if realized, would have ended white supremacy,” and the 
larger white society could not abide by that.70  
Just like white women, African American women also had supporters and 
detractors within their own communities on the issue of equal voting rights for women.  
The NAACP and its leader W.E.B. DuBois gave support and coverage to the woman’s 
suffrage movement in several editions of The Crisis, their organizational magazine. He 
acknowledged the racism in the women’s movement was a problem for African 
Americans, but contended in September 1912 that “votes for women mean votes for 
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black women.”71 Other prominent African American men, including Booker T. 
Washington, opposed giving women the right to vote on the same principles as white 
men.  According to him, women in “the public sphere would greatly undermine their 
moral and domestic influence.”72  
Resolutions for woman’s suffrage were proposed to the legislature in both 1913 
and 1915, with no positive outcome.  In 1915, the legislature passed a women’s suffrage 
amendment to be placed on the ballot, but under Arkansas law only three amendments 
could be submitted at any one election. Before the suffrage amendment could be properly 
recorded another pending amendment was filed, which bumped the suffrage amendment 
from the ballot.73  The WPEL continued to win over supporters and by 1914 had leagues 
in cities all over the state including Hot Springs, Pine Bluff, Augusta, Malvern, and 
Fayetteville.  In October, a state convention was held in Little Rock, and the Arkansas 
Woman Suffrage Association was organized out of the WPEL chapters from around the 
state, with Mrs. O.F. Ellington of Little Rock as president.74  She was an active member 
of the suffrage movement and had been elected president of the Little Rock branch in 
1913.75  Ellington’s main contribution to the suffrage movement was her organizing of 
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the leagues into a political machine.  She set up the suffragists along ward and precinct 
lines, successfully transforming the organization into a strategic group of lobbyists.  This 
allowed the women to learn how political parties worked, which later benefitted them in 
the actual process of enfranchisement, and understanding the importance of a 
knowledgeable electorate.76 This was an important aspect of the Arkansas suffrage 
movement that Adolphine Terry incorporated into her future endeavors.  Organizing 
women into a successful political force showed her the potential power of women, and 
the value of maintaining their networks.    
Arkansas suffragists worked diligently to keep their cause before the public and 
gain supporters wherever they could.  Literature distribution, public meetings, and booths 
at local fairs were some of the ways they continued to put the word out.  Sometimes they 
participated in parades, and the Little Rock group, according to the Arkansas Democrat, 
won first prize for its float in a parade in 1916.77  According to an article by Holly J. 
McCammon, parades were a symbol of change within the suffrage movement and vital to 
its success.  She contended that getting women “out of the parlors, and into the streets” 
helped them win the vote.78  Real change occurred “when movements consisted of a 
diverse assortment of organizations, when movement organizations were less centrally 
structured, when conflict existed among movement members, when movements engaged 
in fundraising, and when the suffragists had recently experienced significant political 
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defeat.”79  This highly visible and tactical change in expressing their viewpoint put the 
women’s suffrage movement on the front page of many newspapers across the country.80   
In April 1916, Carrie Chapman Catt, president of the NAWSA, spent two days in 
Little Rock conferring with the state and local leaders. Mrs. Catt found the “situation in 
Arkansas very encouraging,” and predicted that “the day when women will vote in 
Arkansas is not very far distant.”81  As their activism increased, more women joined the 
equal suffrage leagues across the state.  The Arkansas Democrat noted in October 1916 
that “the membership of the Little Rock League was three hundred and increasing 
steadily, with twelve suffrage leagues in the state.”82   
Though the Arkansas state organization was affiliated with the NAWSA, the 
Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage, which changed its name to the National 
Woman’s Party – NWP, in 1917, also established an auxiliary in Arkansas.  The NWP 
started as part of the NAWSA in 1913, but split because of different goals and strategies.  
Organized by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, both of whom had experienced more 
radicalized protests efforts during England’s suffrage movement, returned home stressing 
that these militant methods should be used in the woman’s suffrage movement in the 
United States.83 Though her group was never as large, nor as extensively organized as 
Catt’s, its members attracted a great deal of attention by such devices as picketing the 
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White House, burning public figures in effigy, and going on hunger strikes.84 These 
extreme measures never became fashionable in the conservative state of Arkansas, but 
there were several clubs that identified with Paul’s organization.  Adolphine Terry 
became involved with Paul’s endeavors in Arkansas, as well as the NAWSA.  
Terry presided over a meeting of the NWP, with Alice Paul in attendance, to 
establish local branches and generate funding for the federal branch in January 1916.85  
The NWP wanted to vote the “party in power,” Wilson Democrats, out of office because 
they did not support a national women’s suffrage amendment.  According to Historian 
Bernadette Cahill, “The ‘party in power’ approach was already considered by the 
NAWSA as unacceptable behavior because it was ‘injecting politics’ into the issue, and 
Terry’s stand with the NWP at this time would have caused a stir with locals.”86  Aside 
from her local efforts in 1917, Terry also took on a role at the national level, by being 
elected a member of the NWP’s National Advisory Board, and ex-officio member of the 
Executive Committee for Arkansas.87  She endorsed the NWP endeavors in Arkansas by 
using both her name and position in Little Rock society.  The NWP favored a federal 
amendment over a state amendment, and by lending her name to the NWP efforts, she 
influenced many women within the suffrage movement to lean towards a national 
amendment over state’s rights.  According to Cahill, there was an even more direct 
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contact between Terry and NWP; Lucy Burns, Alice Paul’s second in command, was the 
same person who had challenged Terry’s views on race when she was at Vassar in 
1898.88 Terry was likely influenced by her friend’s efforts in establishing women’s 
suffrage.  It is not hard to understand the link between the suffragist stance, both non-
violent and assertive, and future civil rights efforts that Terry later undertook. “To me, 
the vote represents more than just saying how a person feels about an issue of a 
candidate, it represents human dignity and the fact that a citizen can express his or her 
opinion on any subject without fear of reprisal.  That, I think, is what real human dignity 
consists of.”89 Terry also served as a founding board member of the League of Women 
Voters in Pulaski County, which grew out of the NAWSA once the 19th Amendment was 
ratified.90   
 When the United States entered World War I in 1917, the NAWSA, as well as 
many other women, turned their attention to volunteer work for the war effort.  Suffragist 
groups in Little Rock raised money for Belgium relief by selling papers and contributing 
money to the Woman’s Overseas Hospital effort.91  But Paul and the NWP kept up 
pressure tactics on the White House to support a suffrage amendment. Between the 
radicalism of the NWP, which kept the idea of suffrage in the newspapers and on the 
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minds of the populace, and the good works of the NAWSA during the war effort, there 
was movement of government leaders toward their goal of woman suffrage.92 
Meanwhile, Arkansas suffragists scored a major success when the state became 
the first non-suffrage state to permit women to vote in primary elections.  The suffragists 
had changed strategies in trying to obtain the vote in Arkansas.  Taking the idea from 
failed legislative bills in both Louisiana and Texas, Arkansas suffragists decided to try 
and pass a state constitutional amendment that was narrower in scope, but more 
obtainable.  They opted for the right to vote in primaries only.  In a one-party state like 
Arkansas, a political ideology shared by most of the South, this was close to full 
enfranchisement. Since it only had to be passed in the legislature, and not conferred 
through a state constitutional amendment, like a full women’s suffrage amendment, they 
thought it could pass easily.93  After a heated debate before a crowded gallery, the senate 
passed the bill seventeen to fifteen, on February 27.  The suffragists celebrated the 
passage of the bill with a demonstration in Little Rock that included a parade of “gaily 
decorated automobiles filled with elated suffrage workers.”94 Governor Charles H. 
Brough spoke and said that he “favored the enfranchisement of women and that he 
deemed it a great honor to sign this measure granting them primary suffrage.”95   
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Although party primaries in Arkansas were opened to women voters in 1917, the 
restriction against black voters remained. Despite these obstacles African American 
women suffragists were ready to exercise their right to vote when Arkansas became the 
twelfth state to ratify the 19th Amendment. According to Jones, “This is evidenced by the 
ability of the Women’s Political League, an organization of African-American women, to 
mobilize more than 100 African-American women at a time to pay the poll tax in 
preparation to vote in Pulaski County in 1920.”96 Though the passage of the 19th 
amendment removed any major obstruction for white women to vote, it was another story 
for African American women in Arkansas.  African Americans still had the barriers of 
secret ballots, poll taxes, literacy tests as well as other obstructions that suppressed their 
ballots in Arkansas for decades to come.97 
According to an editorial in the Arkansas Democrat, “The way was opened for 
complete enfranchisement.”98  The power of the primary act that allowed women the 
right to vote in primaries cannot be overestimated.  In a system dominated by the 
Democratic Party, women could now help select state officials.  Few candidates dared 
risk offending a group of voters so potentially powerful, and even on the national level 
this local act changed opinions. In 1915, the entire Arkansas delegation to Congress, both 
in the United States House of Representatives and in the Senate, voted against a women’s 
suffrage amendment.  When a similar vote was taken in 1918, the Arkansas delegation 
voted for the amendment, even though there had only been one change in Arkansas 
                                                 









representation between the votes.  The primary act bill swayed many anti-suffrage 
congressmen.  Historian Elizabeth Taylor noted that in May 1918, women participated in 
their first state-wide primary election. Approximately forty-thousand women voted in 
their first election.  Because of their new political power, the state Democrat Party began 
to absorb women into its organization. In the spring of 1918, six women were elected 
members of the Democratic Central Committee of Pulaski County and many other 
counties sent women delegates to the Democrat Party state convention in Little Rock that 
year.99  
At the state Democratic Convention in 1918, a women’s suffrage plank was 
placed on the party platform for the first time.  “It endorsed “full and unlimited suffrage 
for women,” urged the passage of a federal woman suffrage amendment by Congress, 
and recommended the ratification of such an amendment by the Arkansas legislature.”100 
When the state delegation met in Little Rock that summer to write a new constitution for 
the state, women suffragists were there.  They wanted to see complete enfranchisement 
written into the constitution.  Many state leaders, as well as Governor Brough, supported 
and encouraged this expectation.  After a brief debate and only one dissenting vote, it 
endorsed full suffrage for women.101  As finally adopted, the suffrage provision of the 
proposed constitution stated: 
The rights of citizens of this state to vote and hold office shall not be denied or 
abridged on account of sex.  Both male and female citizens of this state shall 
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enjoy equally all civil and political and religious rights and privileges; provided 
no woman shall be compelled to serve on any jury.102 
 
Despite the severely cold weather on Election Day and even though women could not 
vote on the new constitution, many women went to the polls to plead for its approval. 
Unfortunately, the document failed adoption by about thirteen thousand votes.103 
Arkansas suffragists did not give up hope. In January 1919, Governor Brough endorsed 
women’s suffrage in his inaugural address and the state legislature agreed to put it on the 
next general election ballot as an amendment to the state constitution.   
On May 21, 1919, the Republican-controlled House passed the Sudan B. Anthony 
amendment 304-89, 42 votes more than needed.  Two weeks later, the Senate passed it 
66-30, two more votes than necessary, and submitted it to the state for ratification on 
June 4, 1919.104 Governor Brough called a special session of the Arkansas legislature on 
July 28, 1919, and “with galleries full the Arkansas legislature ratified the amendment 
and Arkansas became the twelfth state in the Union and the second state in the South to 
ratify the Nineteenth Amendment.”105  In the months that followed, other states ratified 
the amendment.  In August 1920, the women’s suffrage amendment became part of the 
Constitution of the United States, thereby insuring the enfranchisement of women in all 
forty-eight states.106  In Arkansas, three failed attempts to add the amendment to the state 
constitution led to the judicial branch making the amendment legal in Arkansas.  In the 
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case of Brickhouse v. Hill (167 Ark., 513) the Arkansas Supreme Court “declared that 
under the initiative and referendum amendment of 1910 only a majority voting on the 
question is required of those submitted by the initiative and referendum.  In 1926, the 
Attorney-General of Arkansas issued an opinion that the equal suffrage amendment was 
then in force. In this way, political rights for women were written into the Arkansas 
Constitution and the suffrage movement thereby reached its final and successful 
conclusion.”107 In 1920, Florence Cotnam maintained that after fifty years, “the purpose 
was finally accomplished.  For it took courage to espouse a cause unpopular with the 
majority, conditions for propaganda became more favorable and by increasing 
persistence they reversed the current of public opinion which in these last years has borne 
them rapidly forward.”108    
  In an article for the Arkansas Gazette in 1969, Mrs. Josephine Miller Brown, 
Adolphine Terry, and Mrs. Jefferson Murphy Dorough reminisced about their roles in the 
suffrage movement in Arkansas.  Remembering that both her mother and her 
grandmother had been suffragettes, Josephine Brown said, “I thought it asinine that my 
mother couldn’t vote, but our illiterate gardener could.  I felt I could vote as intelligently 
as the young man who was being my beau at the time.”109  She also stated that working 
with national leaders of the suffrage movement like Carrie Chapman Catt was important. 
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“We never thought that we could change the world.  But we did believe that it was our 
right to cast a ballot.”110  Brown also remembered encountering resistance to the idea of 
women’s suffrage.  Her efforts to persuade men to the cause were not as easily accepted. 
“Some of my friends,” Brown said, “were put in jail for picketing the White House. After 
they were released, they toured the country, campaigning in their prison garb.”111  She 
smiled when she added, “It’s kind of fun to work for an unpopular cause – if you are 
convinced in your heart that you are right.”112 After winning enfranchisement these 
women looked what lay ahead for them, and they created organizations to meet the needs 
of the time, for all types of social ills.  
 The suffrage movement, both in Arkansas and the nation, had an important 
impact beyond the obvious.  As historian Glenda Gilmore noted “women suffrage forever 
altered white supremacy’s style and cleared a narrow path for black men to return to 
electoral politics.”113  Accordingly, Terry put racial prejudice at the head of her list of 
priorities.114  She stated that “I never went out to find a cause, I got embroiled in things 
because I was so interested in them and they turned out to be causes.”115  One of those 
early causes was the League of Women Voters in Pulaski County, of which Terry was a 
founding member.116   
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I thought when we won the ballot, we had everything we needed and that the 
reason we hadn’t gone ahead as fast as some people thought we would was 
because of the women themselves, their indifference to either political or financial 
success, and the fact that fundamentally they were still most interested in 
marrying and having a home and children.  I don’t know that it is going to 
happen, but I see no reason why a woman should not become president.  Think 
how things have changed for women in my lifetime.117   
 
While she was still working within the suffragist movement Terry had another 
formative experience that opened her eyes to the existence of, and possible alliance with, 
elite black women who shared her progressive outlook.  The connections she made 
occurred when she was asked to serve on an advisory committee to establish an African-
American branch of the YWCA in Little Rock, a crusade that began in March 1918, and 
had the support of the African American community.  The funds necessary to begin 
construction were made available by 1919.118  Terry understood perfectly well that she 
was defying societal expectations of southern white women, yet she maintained her 
support.  She knew that “the members of the board of directors of the white YWCA 
wouldn’t touch the whole project with a forty-foot pole,” yet Terry begrudgingly 
acknowledged that some white participation was necessary for the project to be 
successful.119  Because of segregationist’s canons, this endeavor which dealt with public 
funds required white supervision of the expenditures of those funds. Explaining how her 
time on the advisory board changed her, Terry stated, 
The women who served as director of the club were all well-educated and leaders 
of their community, and they had plenty of ideas of their own. We advisers got 
more of out of the experience than we gave, because we made friends among 
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these black women who since the Civil War had never been thought of as possible 
friend of ours, and who had lived in a world apart. They were the wives of 
professional men, and they provided us with an education. We, the daughters of 
Confederate veterans, who had heard a great deal about the white side of war, 
now learned of the suffering of the black population, before, during and after the 
war, and of the lacks from which they still suffered.120 
 
 The YWCA was created in 1858, a sister organization of the Young Men’s 
Christian Association, which began in London, England, in 1844. These organizations 
were products of the “gymnasium movement” that was popular across Europe in the 
nineteenth century, and urged young people to pursue both physical and intellectual 
improvement.  YWCAs throughout the United States brought young women together to 
consider and discuss the racial, social, and economic ills of the country.  As the 
Progressive spirit swept across America, the YWCA became a starting point for largely 
Protestant middle class membership to engage in Christian social work and community 
activism.121 The earliest YWCA in Arkansas was founded at the University of Arkansas 
in Fayetteville in 1904.122 Four years later, another branch was established the most well-
known YWCA in the state was founded in Little Rock Pulaski County), by Mery Omily 
Hall, Laura Bunch, Clara Lenon, and Nellie Dooley.  The goals of the YWCA were to 
provide women with access to education, jobs, housing, and recreation. Over the years, 
the YWCA offered foreign language courses in French and German as well as English 
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courses.  It also offered courses in embroidery, hygiene, and physical education.123 
According to the Little Rock YWCA constitution, its purpose was to “advance the 
physical, social, intellectual, moral, and spiritual interests of young women.”124 
Though the goals of the Little Rock YWCA were rooted in religious ideology and 
dedicated to the educational development of all women, both its membership and 
programs were exclusively for white women and girls.  According to historian Cherisse 
Jones-Branch, “Founding and maintaining Ys in local Arkansas communities had always 
been a struggle and like YWCAs throughout the South, the Little Rock YWCA was an 
important institution in the local community, but its membership was unable to overcome 
deeply entrenched racial segregation.  Although the national YWCA often took 
progressive stands on race, it was virtually powerless to change the South’s Jim Crow 
laws.”125 Terry was already a board member in 1918, when the campaign to establish an 
African American branch in Little Rock began.  She was also a member of the Little 
Rock Community Chest, the predecessor of the United Way, which supported many of 
the activities at the YWCA.   
According to historian Peggy Harris, the national YWCA Committee on Colored 
Work started the process of construction on the African American branch in Little Rock 
in March 1919, with a budget of $40,000.126  The Phyllis Wheatley YWCA opened to the 
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public in 1921; it was the only recreational facility for blacks in Little Rock.127 African 
American women, led by Alice Meaddough, Elizabeth S. Thornton, and Amelia 
Bradford, opened the center named after a black eighteenth century poet who had been 
born a slave.128  Like their white counterparts, African American women at the Phyllis 
Wheatley YWCA focused on religious instruction, physical conditioning, and practical 
education, but they also created resources specifically for the African American 
community.  They helped raise funds for the Thomas C. McRae Sanatorium for black 
tuberculosis patients and assisted black refugees during the flooding of the Mississippi 
River in 1927.129 Even though the Wheatley branch was eventually absorbed into the 
Central YWCA in 1971, its importance cannot be overlooked.  It provided not only a 
place for individual improvement, but community leadership and outreach in this 
segregated southern city.  
Although Adolphine Terry’s involvement in establishing and operating the Phyllis 
Wheatley YWCA was limited, she took away from her experience the fact that African 
Americans in Little Rock desired racial equality.  In reaching across established racial 
boundaries Terry discovered that the social compartmentalization endemic to the Jim 
Crow South was even more artificial than previously realized.  According to Gail S. 
Murray, white women who worked with African Americans for black causes 
“concentrated their efforts on nurturing grassroots leadership, building networks of 
sympathetic volunteers across racial lines, and providing ways for genuine cross-racial 
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friendships to develop.  Their vision reached beyond the establishment of equal 
opportunity; they sought ways for individuals across race and class divides to genuinely 
appreciate and support one another.”130  In 1945 article, Dorothy I. Height argued that 
“One of the strongest assets of the YWCA is the experience it gives in policy making to 
women serving on its boards, councils and committees,” both black and white.131 Despite 
her support for the project, it would still be many years before Terry accepted equality for 
all people. While Terry did not protest in the streets or openly defy the laws of 
segregation, her involvement with the YWCA challenged her ideas about racial equality. 
As she worked side by side with African-American women, with whom she developed 
lasting friendships, she began to realize that true equality transcended the paternalistic 
relationship of progressive reform.132  It can also be said that the importance of 
developing policy making skills was recognized early on by their predecessors during the 
fight for women’s suffrage.  At the time, it was not enough to agitate for the right to vote. 
Women learned to act upon existing policy to apply for and eventually create legislation 
that paved the pathway for equal voting rights.  Once they secured these rights, women 
recognized the collective power of their efforts, and that women’s social groups could be 
fervent lobbyists for their various causes, which only encouraged their continued 
involvement in politics. 
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 Like many women, she worried about her home and family. Unlike most women 
in Arkansas, though, her class and status afforded her the time and opportunity to 
continue in her social reform efforts.133  Having won the suffrage fight, the women threw 
their energies into new projects.  In a newspaper article reminiscing about the suffrage 
movement and their subsequent political power, a friend of Terry’s stated, “We had no 
idea of starting a women’s party. We were just a group of women who saw needs and did 
something about them.”134  They leveled their sights on maternal and child welfare, 
tuberculosis, and cleaning up the ‘red light” district in Little Rock. One member lobbied a 
state senator for vice legislation, and he responded, “We have more important things to 
do than moral legislation.” 135 The senator was defeated in his next bid for public 
office.136 Terry continued her work with the YWCA advisory board, the League of 
Women Voters, and the Juvenile Court Board, all while raising her young family.  
 In the 1930s Terry embraced the emerging political career of her husband.  David 
Terry served in the House of Representatives, as a Democrat, from January 3,1934 until 
January 2, 1943.137  Terry committed herself to her husband’s campaigns and cultivated 
the family image by making “as many friends as possible.”138  To help further his 
political career Terry joined many clubs and organizations and sat on as many boards as 
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possible.  Like many political wives, Terry thought the sacrifice was worth it, but she did 
not always feel so easy with her role. “Many times, in my life I have felt as if I were 
teetering on the brink of a volcano,” she reflected.139  Nor did she always think highly of 
her colleagues in the large number of clubs she held membership in, “These women’s 
organizations are strange things – clothes seem to be the main consideration.”140  Most 
members talked, but few acted. Terry was always about action.    
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Chapter 5 – The Congressman’s Wife 
 
Had I the power I would scatter libraries over the whole land as a sower sows his wheat 
field.1             
      ~Horace Mann 
 
Reading is only a tool; to teach children to read and not give them something worthwhile 
to read is a waste of time and money.2 
      ~Adolphine Fletcher Terry   
  
 According to historian Anne Firor Scott, in the 1920s “Southern women had come 
to exert increasing influence in public affairs, but many of the problems that concerned 
them were still unsolved. . . An examination of what they tried to do, of the goals 
reached, the obstacles encountered, the failures endured, throws new light on the South in 
the twenties and upon the springs and motives behind the emancipation of Southern 
women.”3 They hoped that their newfound “power of the ballot” modified not only the 
reforms they continued to engage in, but the role of women in southern culture.4 An 
example of this change occurred in Arkansas. Scott wrote:  
In Arkansas, where as early as 1919 the suffrage organization had come out for 
minimum wages and maximum hours in all cotton mills, the federal child labor 
amendment was ratified by the legislature.  Credit was given jointly to a woman 
legislator, the Arkansas Federation of Labor, and the women’s organizations.  The 
wife of the man who had led the floor fight against the amendment was reported 
to be delighted that he had failed; of her it was said, “she expressed the spirit of 
Arkansas women in politics.”5 
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 Scott further contended that “Whether they help make policy or not, women voters as 
voters affected the outcome of elections.”6 Terry’s role in both the local and national 
political systems took on a new meaning over the next few decades.  Her transition into a 
United States Congressman’s wife allowed her access to people, projects, and funds that 
were formerly unavailable to her and the state of Arkansas.  As David Terry’s political 
star rose in Washington, so did Terry’s influence and prominence in Arkansas.  She used 
this improved status to guide federal funds and projects to the state to help alleviate the 
pains of the Depression, and continued her work on numerous boards, clubs, and 
committees for the welfare of the people of Arkansas.   
As with so many of the causes that she supported, from the development of the 
Arkansas Board of Education, juvenile court system, and equal access to buildings and 
services for people with disabilities, Terry stepped in and implemented a course of action 
that she felt was needed. It could even be said that her policy-making was somewhat like 
that slow-moving steam roller.  You could get out of the way, but any obstacles that 
remained in her way were usually flattened in time.  Perhaps most importantly, this 
period was also the first time that Terry stepped outside of her traditional societal 
boundaries and publicly expressed her changing view points on racial inclusion, which 
increased her activist profile, but did not appear to cause any repercussions to her societal 
roles and relationships.  The creation of and later integration of the public library system 
in Arkansas offered increased access to information, and social gathering, while also 
being a turning point in the progression of civil rights in the state. It showed that there 
were members of the community that welcomed this degree of change, and demonstrated 
                                                 




that this could be done without any great fanfare, and still be equally well received.  
Terry’s involvement also helped her to express her growing disregard of segregation, and 
her method of action through civil decorum made this attitude acceptable, while 
encouraging the possibility of even greater social change. 
In the 1930s Terry embraced the emerging political career of her husband.  David 
Terry served four terms in the House of Representatives, as a Democrat, from 1934 until 
1943.7  In 1918, Terry had voluntarily enlisted in the military for service in World War I, 
and remained on military bases in the Midwest for the duration of the conflict. As a 
veteran, he was no stranger to public service. David Terry was a director of the Boys 
Club since 1924 and served on the Little Rock school board in the 1920s.8  According to 
an article in the Arkansas Democrat, David Terry raised over $150,000 to help rebuild 
the Boys Club after a fire had destroyed it.9  This was during the early years of the 
Depression, but his popularity still allowed him to garner this much support for an 
organization he cared deeply about. In 1933, after the resignation of Heartsill Ragon from 
the Arkansas legislature, a special election was held in December.  David Terry was 
elected to the 49th Arkansas General Assembly, and was the only member to take a 
$1000.00 salary cut, garnering increased popularity with the public during the throes of 
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the Depression.  He then had a decisive win over Little Rock Mayor Horace Knowlton in 
the 1934 Congressional race for the 5th District.10   
Adolphine believed that politics was the ultimate guiding force in a community 
and that Arkansas needed honest, intelligent politicians.  She encouraged her husband to 
run for public office.  According to their youngest son William, “Dad was a fine man, 
gentle, truthful, honest.  He kind of kept my mother, sort of, halfway, a little bit under 
control, maybe.  She was the politician, not he.”11  Either way, David Terry took his 
position seriously and served his state faithfully over the next nine years.  Terry was a 
champion for Arkansas while serving in the House, while remaining a fierce and loyal 
advocate for Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal agenda.12 
This was the only time Adolphine was truly away from Arkansas for any length of 
time.  During David’s tenure as a Congressman, Adolphine and her five children divided 
their time between Washington D.C. and Little Rock.13 This removed her somewhat from 
the increasing racial violence in the South, although on one particular drive home from 
Washington, D.C., in June 1939, she came close to experiencing the effects of race 
relations in the Deep South.  She, her children, and her African American driver had to 
stop in Scottsboro, Alabama, for the night.  Terry was very cognizant of the Scottsboro 
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Case from the newspapers and knew how volatile race relations were in that city. In 
1931, the Scottsboro Case involved nine African American teenagers accused of raping 
two white women on a train in Alabama.14 The case is commonly cited as an example of 
a miscarriage of justice in the United States legal system because of the lynch mobs that 
attacked before the suspects were even indicted, the all-white juries the nine faced in 
court, the rushed trials pushed through the southern court system, and most importantly 
the lack of evidence.15 The landmark set of legal cases from this incident dealt with 
racism and the right to a fair trial.16 Regardless, Terry decided to stay in town because of 
the late hour and the children’s restlessness.  At her request, her “colored chauffer was 
given a regular guest room in the hotel they stayed in without incident,” most likely due 
to her status as a Congressmen’s wife, and not as a symbol of racial equality.17      
 Terry served as president of the Congressional Wives Club, also known as the 
Seventy-Third Club, because members were wives of the Congressmen who were elected 
into the Congress the same year FDR became President.  During her tenure, she oversaw 
a special luncheon in honor of Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt and though it is uncertain how 
much direct interaction there was between the Terrys and the Roosevelts, any interaction 
was an obvious boon for their political presence in Washington D.C. and in Arkansas.18  
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She was also president of the Arkansas Branch of the American Legion Auxiliary, and an 
Arkansas delegate to the Democratic National Convention from Arkansas. She 
continually made speeches to promote the New Deal initiatives of the Roosevelt 
administration, while campaigning for her husband’s re-election bids.  At one such 
luncheon in Helena, Arkansas, Terry was introduced as “well known throughout the state 
for her work in child welfare and in patriotic education.”19  Her speech subject was ‘This 
Changing Europe.’ She was most noted by the speaker for “her work in child welfare 
begins with ‘a pint of milk a day for every needy child’ and continues through ardent 
support of probation workers to strengthen the hand of the Juvenile Courts for the 
betterment of children.”20 Though David was the elected official, in Arkansas, Adolphine 
was known as the person who got the job done. 
David Terry achieved congressional longevity despite occasionally taking 
positions against popular opinions in Arkansas.  For example, he opposed a bill that gave 
bonuses to veterans, over budget concerns.  The Great Depression also paralyzed the 
agricultural economy throughout the United States, and hence the primary property-tax 
base agricultural land in Arkansas.  Public programs established during the Progressive 
Era were derailed, including one close to Terry’s heart: public schools.  Many schools 
were closed due to a lack of funding.  To offset the lack of funding some schools charged 
tuition to stay afloat, which violated the state constitution.  Fortunately for Arkansas and 
other southern states, the federal government, and New Deal assistance programs helped 
stabilize the school funding issue by providing federal grants and monies.  Congressman 
                                                 






Terry’s provided relief for indebted Arkansas schools, “interest in improving public 
education through federal grants was demonstrated in the first bill he introduced, to 
appropriate $10,000,000 to refinance public schools’ indebtedness during the 
depression.”21 In addition, monies from both the Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
and the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) were funneled into Arkansas. These 
resources supported both the building of schools and payment of teachers. Rural schools 
in Arkansas, through the WPA program, became eligible to receive new buildings to 
augment their school reforms courtesy of the federal government.22 Adolphine aided this 
endeavor by hosting the WPA Regional Director, Mrs. Blanche M. Ralston, at her home 
in 1930s. According to historian Michael Dougan, “the result [was] that basketball games 
no longer had to be played on dirt floors, and gym shoes became an additional expense 
for parents. The expansion of the road system led to more school buses, and slowly the 
number of one-room school districts dwindled.”23 As a member of the Appropriations 
Committee – War Funding Subcommittee in the War Department, Congressman Terry 
was also instrumental in the construction of the Pine Bluff Arsenal, a munitions plant.24 
 Mindful of the financial benefits of such an investiture on the state’s weakened 
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economy, Congressman Terry offered a remote area in southeast Arkansas which was 
accessible river, rail, and road connection. The remote site was ideal for such an 
endeavor.  “The Pine Bluff Arsenal was established on November 2, 1941, eight miles 
northeast of Pine Bluff (Jefferson County). Built on 14,944 acres and named the 
Chemical Warfare Arsenal (changed to Pine Bluff Arsenal in 1942), the facility produced 
millions of magnesium and thermite incendiary munitions for World War II and 
experimented with microbiological pathogens for potential germ warfare. During the war 
years, the arsenal employed 10,000 civilians and was an operational base to 350 military 
personnel. It long served as a repository for World War II stockpiles of aging chemical 
warfare agents.”25 By 1942, the Pine Bluff Arsenal was one of the nation’s largest storage 
depots for stockpiling chemical munitions.26 
David Terry also worked with the War Department to construct the Nimrod and 
Blue Mountain Dams, even though the public did not really view them as necessary. This 
led to his continued interest in flood control and water conservation after he left the 
Senate.27  David Terry eventually became a leader in the formation of the Arkansas River 
Basin and continued to advise the government on water control problems for the state.28  
“In 1936, he had initiated a Tennessee Valley Authority–style project on the Arkansas 
River by passing a bill to survey the river for the purposes of flood control and 
navigation. Though the dam project was never completed as such, Terry’s survey bill was 










integral in establishing the dams that were later part of the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas 
River Navigation System.”29  After returning to Arkansas in 1943, he devoted most of his 
remaining years to the Arkansas River Project, a hydroelectric and navigation facilities 
built on the Arkansas River.30  He served nine years as the director of the Division of 
Flood Control, Water, and Soil Conservation for the State Resources Development 
Commission.31   
While her husband conducted business in Washington, Terry remained primarily 
in Arkansas raising their children and securing federal funds for several state projects.  
Her efforts led to the founding of the Pulaski County Tuberculosis Association, the Little 
Rock Housing Authority, the Urban League of Greater Little Rock, and the Arkansas 
Federation of Women’s Club. She continued to work on the juvenile court board and 
library system in Little Rock. 32  At an Arkansas State Planning Progress Conference at 
the State Capitol House Chamber on July 10-11, 1934, she gave the evening address.  She 
spoke between Governor J. Marion Futrell and Congressman W. J. Driver and Senator 
Joe T. Robinson.33  Terry, who spoke on “The Need of Women’s Interest in the Planning 
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Movement,” was the only woman to speak at the event.  Although she was unaware of 
exactly what she was supposed to talk about she successfully spoke to the political 
crowd. She wrote in her diary about that night, “Never again will I have an opportunity of 
speaking on a program between a governor and a senator, the majority leader of the 
Senate.”34  In 1939, she and nine others, including Erle Chambers, whom she had worked 
with on the juvenile court system, founded the Little Rock Housing Association “with 
funds from the 1937 United States Housing Act in an effort to combat slum housing in 
Little Rock.”35 At the state level legislation passed in 1937 stating: 
That within the State there is shortage of safe or sanitary dwelling 
accommodations available to rents white person of low incomes can afford and 
that such persons are forced to occupy overcrowded and congested 
accommodations, that those conditions necessitate public health and safety, fire 
and accident protection, and other public services and facilities; that it a proper 
public purpose for any State Public Body to aid, as herein provided, any housing 
authority operating within its boundaries or jurisdiction or any housing project 
located therein, as the State Public Body derives immediate benefits and 
advantages from such an authority or project.36 
 
Through Terry’s persuasive lobbying and the eventual passage of favorable state 
legislation, “the City of Little Rock incorporated the Little Rock Housing Authority in 
1940.”37  At the same time Terry became a board member on the Urban League of 
Greater Little Rock. This League chapter which was formed in 1937, consisted of both 
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black and white citizens who were dedicated to improving the living and working 
conditions of local African Americans. 
 Additional funding from government was available after 1949, after Congress 
expanded the original housing act, and Little Rock applied for it. One of the requirements 
to receive additional funding was a voter approved urban renewal referendum.  In 
foreshadowing her later efforts with WEC, Terry co-chaired the newly formed 
Committee for Progress and formed an auxiliary women’s committee.38  Using her 
network of upper-class women, twenty-two women joined Terry on the committee. 
Having served with her on numerous committees and campaigns, these women readily 
accepted her call to arms for a new social cause. The committee encouraged voters to 
approve programs in “slum clearance and low-rent housing . . . a solution to health 
problems among the poor.”39  On May 9, 1950, the Committee for Progress successfully 
won the urban renewal election with substantial African American support. Not all 
citizens of Little Rock were happy with this plan, especially those whose homes would be 
relocated.40  In 1952, a housing plan to clear ten acres in a predominantly African 
American area further promoted segregation lines in the city of Little Rock.41 A group of 
African American women that were relocated stated, “We have given almost everything 
we have. . . to pay for these homes, improvements and educate our children.  Now for the 
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Housing Authority to come and say we must move away to a much less desirable 
convenient and suitable location is far more than we can understand or submit to 
willingly.”42 As with most urban renewal projects, these early efforts did not always 
benefit those in need, which further hampered the committee’s primary goal of social 
reform. There was always a clear idea that they were trying to help others, while also 
beautifying the city of Little Rock, but Terry and her auxiliary women's committee did 
not seem to fully understand how their urban planning decisions impacted the people they 
were trying to assist. It was one thing to assume that forcing out undesirable elements 
would help clean up the city, but they did not realize that by condemning homes and 
forcing relocation upon people, they were also creating additional hardships on those that 
were already without means to improve their station in life.  African Americans were 
some of the most commonly affected, especially as they were already limited to the areas 
within the city that they could live in due to existing Jim Crow laws.  They were also 
limited in their ability to take advantage of the new services that Terry and her cohorts 
worked so hard to provide.  While the urban planning initiatives were based on good 
intentions, the lack of discussion with African American leaders and overall social 
support for these changes, caused these reform efforts to be less successful than they 
might have been.     
During this time, Terry advocated for perhaps her most well-known cause outside 
of the Central High desegregation crisis: improving the public library system in 
Arkansas.  The history of libraries in the United States begins with Benjamin Franklin 
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and the Library Company of Philadelphia in 1769.  It was the first lending library in the 
country and according to the short history in the preface of the 1807 catalog of books 
held by the Company, “the members hold the property of tenants in common.”43  In other 
words anyone who was a member of the company were co-owners of all the texts and 
borrowed them as they saw fit. A commonly held belief among librarians is that libraries 
are the caretakers of the varied perspectives of our history and offer irreplaceable 
resources into the growth and development of our country.44 As the country grew, more 
cities began to establish lending libraries, including the New York Public library. The 
next step in the evolution of libraries was the creation of the Library of Congress in 
Washington, D.C.  
The Library of Congress was established by an act of Congress in 1800 under 
President John Adams.  The seat of government had officially transferred from 
Philadelphia to Washington. The legislation that set up the library described it as a 
reference library for Congress only, “containing books as may be necessary for the use of 
Congress – and for putting up a suitable apartment for containing them therein.”45  With 
the addition of Thomas Jefferson’s library collection of 6,487 books within a month of its 
creation, the Library of Congress was given both a great gift and mandate.46  “The 
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Jeffersonian concept of universality, the belief that all subjects are important to the 
library of the American legislature, is the philosophy and rationale behind the 
comprehensive collecting policies of today’s Library of Congress.”47  This concept of 
inclusivity would be embraced by public libraries, from those in the largest cities to ones 
found in the smallest rural communities.   
The next phase in the evolution of public libraries in the United States was the 
infusion of great wealth and philanthropy from Gilded Age industrialists.  The best-
known example of this type of philanthropy came from Andrew Mellon Carnegie.  
Having made his fortune in the steel industry, Carnegie pledged the bulk of his wealth to 
the cultural enhancement of America, including public library grants.  One such library 
opened on January 1, 1908, in Fort Smith, Arkansas, after the literary club, the 
Fortnightly Club of Fort Smith, and the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Clubs 
(AFWC), successfully lobbied for state funds to match the Carnegie grant.48  The AFWC 
was organized and became a member of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs 
(GFWC) in 1897.49 According to historian Thelma Wary, “There were no provisions for 
obtaining library funds through taxation, and it was necessary to have state law passed 
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before the maintenance fee required by Mr. Carnegie could be pledged.”50   The members 
of the Fortnightly Club worked with local state legislators to pass the necessary tax levies 
and to secure the monies necessary to complete the library project.51 These early efforts 
of Arkansas clubwomen were vital to the later development of a state-wide public library 
system that Terry spearheaded.  According to historian Marilyn Martin, these women 
were part of the network throughout the South and having “honed their political skills on 
public library projects, clubs directed their enthusiasm and energies toward numerous 
other enterprises that improved the quality of life in their communities.”52   
The growth of women’s clubs, public libraries, and the suffrage movement were 
all closely connected.  The same networks of women played major roles in these and 
many other civic reform efforts.  The growth of women’s literary societies and cultural 
clubs from the 1800s onward provided the volunteer power needed to form public 
libraries.  These new libraries offered a meeting place for women who sought other 
progressive reform endeavors, such as suffrage.53  The GFWC strongly supported the 
formation of free libraries.  By 1904, it had established 474 free public libraries 
nationwide.54 Martin contended that fund-raising and collecting book donations were 
                                                 
50 Thelma Wray, “Fort Smith Public Library,” Journal of the Fort Smith Historical Society 13 (April 1989), 
26. The law referred to was the 1903 legislation allowing one-fourth mill to be levied for library support.  
Carnegie grants required a community to hold title to the construction site and to pledge to support the 
library with an annual amount equal to ten percent of the original grant.  The Fort Smith Fortnightly Club 
and the Morrilton Pathfinders secured the Carnegie grants in Arkansas; Martin 84-85. 
 
51 Martin, 84-85. 
 
52 Ibid., 86. 
 
53 Ibid, 84-86. 
  
54 Paula D. Watson, “Founding Mothers: The Contribution of Women’s Organizations to Public Library 





only the beginning for clubwomen and their efforts to improve the life of Arkansans 
through reading.  She stated, “As a club matured, members became activists.  They 
quickly learned to be politically aggressive in their pursuit of public support for libraries.  
Taking their cue from the AFWC, which counted tax-supported libraries a high priority 
from its beginning, club members lobbied legislators to that end.  They were soon 
petitioning local and state officials and legislators to pass ordinances and laws that would 
allow publicly funded libraries.”55  
These same clubwomen determined that ignorance and poverty were related.  To 
combat this, they felt Arkansas needed compulsory public education with free 
kindergartens, and higher educational opportunities for women.56   Terry was part of 
these movements, and was one of the women that Martin argued “wore many hats [and] 
for the first-time stepped outside the home and assumed the role of social, cultural, and 
civic conscience for their communities.”57 In these clubs women “found their power in 
numbers and for the first time experienced the effectiveness of organization. Organized 
clubwomen became a force with which to reckon, and though not as aggressive as their 
sisters in northern and western states, they significantly expanded the confines within 
which a southern lady might change the world around her.”58   
Another way clubwomen advocated educating the public through reading at the 
turn of the century was through traveling libraries.  Traveling libraries were an excellent 
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way to provide library resources to underserved rural locations.59  Melvil Dewey initiated 
this movement in 1892 in upstate New York.  He modeled his traveling libraries on 
earlier failed attempts from around the world.60  In Dewey’s case, the timing proved 
favorable as progressive reformers, according to Joanne Passet, “regarded the book as a 
curative for societal ills.  Librarians, philanthropists, educators, and club women 
endowed traveling libraries with the potential to Americanize immigrants, to help 
farmers, and to provide uplift to juveniles who lacked direction and purpose.”61 
Unfortunately, the traveling facet of public libraries did not last long; most were non-
existent after 1920.  They were however the forerunners of the state funded public library 
systems that developed in many states, including Arkansas.62 
At the turn of the century the American Library Association (ALA), which was 
founded in 1876, published a series of pamphlets for the public entitled Why Do We Need 
a Public Library?63  These pamphlets were published in 1900 and 1910, at the height of 
the literary club and progressive reform efforts, to garner public support for libraries and 
solicit state funding.  By the early 1900s, specializations in the library profession were 
beginning to occur, with librarians and individuals from around the country stating 
reasons why libraries were vital to communities everywhere.  In the 1900 publication, 
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J.N. Larned stated “The free town library is wholly a product of the last half-century.  It 
is the crowning creature of democracy for its own high culture.”64 Another individual 
wrote, “The public library to-day is an active, potential force, serving the present, and 
silently helping to develop the civilization of the future.”65  In the 1910 pamphlet, the 
quotes tended to focus on democracy and good citizenship, insinuating that these 
American traits could be found in the library. Waller Irene Bullock argues that “The work 
of the library is for civic education and the making of good citizens, a form of patriotism 
made imperative for the millions of foreigners coming yearly to our shores.”66  C.C. 
Thatch stated, “A library is not a luxury; it is not for the cultured few; it is not merely for 
the scientific; it is not for any intellectual cult or exclusive literary set.  It is a great, 
broad, universal public benefaction.  It lifts the entire community.”67  Terry used similar 
kinds of tactics in her education and civic reform efforts.  
As the 1920s progressed, communities across the state tried and often succeeded 
in creating local public libraries that served as information repositories and social centers.  
Even though these libraries were available to the public in Arkansas, a statewide library 
system funded by the public did not materialize until the 1930s.  According to an 
Arkansas Gazette editorial, “The Arkansas members of the American Legion Auxiliary 
have found a splendid field for civic service in undertaking to establish public libraries in 
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communities where they are lacking – which unfortunately means in most of our cities 
and towns.”68 It was during this time that Terry apprehensively accepted an appointment 
as chairperson of the Committee on Americanism of the local American Legion 
Auxiliary, which at the time promoted “community involvement and advancement.”69  
Given Terry’s experiences with anti-German prejudice during World War I, she was 
understandably ambivalent about promoting “Americanism.” 
The word was not popular with me and I had no idea what would be involved, but 
I accepted and went to my first meeting with many misgivings.  I opened the 
pamphlet which was given to me and found that our first and chief duty was to get 
books into the hands of our young people; in other words, to establish libraries.  
That was the thing I most wanted to do. 70 
 
Terry elaborated in her diary in August 1934, “I casually accepted a position last summer 
as chairman of the Americanism Committee of the local Auxiliary – again the wife of a 
politician, for I had never been to a meeting of the organization – and found that the 
committee had been asked by the national to put on a library program.  Nothing could 
have pleased me more.”71 Terry’s initial apprehension to join the Americanism 
Committee was short lived.  Though the term “Americanism” brought back tainted 
memories of anti-German sentiments and attitudes during war time, she soon discovered 
that Americanism Committee did not promote that ideology. 
According to Terry, the Depression had caused the state to shutter all but three 
libraries and that the American Legion considered Arkansas “the most bookless state in 
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the union.”72  Terry spearheaded a separate library committee that secured Federal 
Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) funds to reestablish the free-library system in 
Arkansas.  Cities with populations of over 5,000 were eligible for a library and a state 
librarian, Christine Sanders, was also reinstated.73  Now, Terry needed books.  She 
approached her friends, distinguished members of the community, and the American 
Legion Auxiliary units; all of which proved to be successful avenues for book donations.  
The question of where to house the new libraries was solved by using the “American 
Legion huts built with CWA funds and dedicated for service as community centers.”74  
Terry had underestimated Deputy Commissioner of the Legion, Charles Q. Kelly. She 
wrote in her diary, “I’ve always considered the groups at the head of the legion as very 
second rate, to put it mildly.  The women who run the auxiliary are a fine group, although 
I’ve only known them for the past six months [but] anyone who can build 107 social 
centers – permanent buildings of wood and stone – with CWA funds throughout 
Arkansas has real ability and Kelly has done it.”75  
This acknowledgement on Terry’s part was an insight into her personality of 
forthrightness. If she did not like something she spoke her mind and if she made a 
mistake she owned up to it.  She wanted to make sure that Kelly received the 
acknowledgement he deserved for a job well done despite her skepticism of his abilities. 
The Arkansas Gazette editorial also praised these women and their efforts for such a 
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grand success and hoped that the “communities where libraries are opened through their 
efforts will not let these institutions die, and that their example will spur other 
communities to join the growing list of towns that are not ‘bookless.’”76 As she recalled, 
“The whole thing was a glorious success.”77 During the summer of 1934, Terry’s 
committee helped to open several libraries across the state and used all available funds in 
support of the creation of the state library system.78   
By promoting the need of a centralized authority to oversee the newly developed 
public library system, Terry was also instrumental in establishing the first State Library 
Commission in Arkansas.  It was created “by Act 139 of the Legislature in 1935, and 
received its first appropriation in 1937.”79  According to a report by Leta Sowder, 
Executive Secretary of the Commission, there were seven board members from seven 
districts in the state.  Four of the seven also represented the following organizations, 
“AFWC, the Arkansas Congress of Parents and Teachers, the American Legion 
Auxiliary, and the Department of Education.” Terry was an active member in all the 
organizations, as well as a leading officer for their boards.80  Her influence on these 
boards and political connections pushed through the creation of the State Library 
Commission.   
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The two most important directives of the Commission were to advise public 
schools and county libraries, and to administer state grants to those counties wishing to 
establish a (or promote an already established) regional library service.81 Terry’s use of 
federal funds to open libraries in small communities which promoted reading and 
education, both extended societal values of public libraries. Counties awarded state grants 
had to create a library board of six members appointed by the county judge to oversee the 
policies of the public library and to promote the idea of local tax funds to support their 
local library.  According to Sowder, “Every effort is made to keep local library interest 
[local]. The aim is toward co-operative unity – since only in that way, do we find that the 
local support and interest can be maintained.”82  As of 1947, forty of the seventy-five 
Arkansas counties were given state grants for public libraries.83   
According to Terry, one her greatest accomplishments involved her work with the 
library Board of Trustees to integrate the public libraries of Little Rock during the 1950s.  
A letter from Dr. Georg Iggers, a professor from Philander Smith University, prompted 
the library board to address the issue of library integration.  Iggers’ letter, which was 
published in the Arkansas Gazette, brought community attention to the lack of available 
resources for his African American students within the current segregated library 
system.84 Although the Library Board had decided to partially integrate the library system 
in 1951, according to Terry, the board was not unanimous in their desire for change: 
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When we decided that we would open the library up to all the adults of town, 
black, white and red, one of the members of the Board who didn’t want to do it, 
suggested that we send notices around to the black churches telling people that 
they should behave like ladies and gentlemen in the library.  I asked him who on 
earth he thought was coming and what the people were coming for.  I felt they 
were coming to read and take out books, and not to disturb anything or anybody.85   
 
In a cheeky way, she shut down naysayers on the board and helped promote racial 
inclusion in the city’s public library system.  The libraries were quietly integrated, with 
no major incidents reported. Terry felt that perhaps this was a sign that Little Rock had 
become a more open society.  Hindsight painfully exposed that such a low-profile 
strategy might have been more prudent during the Central High School desegregation 
crisis: 
We opened the library before there was any real attempt at integration in the 
community, and we did it very gradually.  We said nothing in print about what we 
were doing, but just did it.  I had discovered that if you want to do anything that is 
different, the people who are most vocal are those who object.  You can beat them 
out of it if you say nothing in public, but just go ahead. . .As it was, there were no 
major objections to opening the library, but if we had put a notice in the paper, 
there doubtless would have been.  We did it quietly and I can’t remember getting 
any letters or phone calls objecting to what we had done.86 
 
Terry served as a trustee of the Little Rock Public Library system until her retirement in 
1966, and as a tribute to her hard work and dedication to the library system in Arkansas, a 
branch in Little Rock was given her name.87 
By the late 1930s the United States was again on the brink of war.  Terry was very 
conscious of the daily happenings in the nation and the world, and wrote in her personal 
diaries on a regular basis about the build up to war in Europe, including the sinking of the 
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Bismarck and Hood. She wrote on Monday, June 9, 1939, “The Army Appropriations bill 
- $10,009,655,187.00 – passed today.  It is too dreadful to think of all that money going 
to preparation for war and yet it has to be.  It would mean no more uneducated people in 
our nation if it had gone to schools – and yet we would never have voted it for schools in 
times of peace!”88 Terry was ever conscious of what any type of government funding 
could do for the state of Arkansas. On July 4, 1939, she wrote about the Soviet-German 
war front, with the Third Reich announcing the approaching surrender of the Red 
Armies.89   
As an American of German descent, these reports may have had an effect on her, 
but her most expressive feelings came on December 7, 1941.  She wrote about the attack 
on Pearl Harbor and how she was attending the dedication of the new Housing Project 
when the Mayor shared the news.  “It seemed curious to be sitting there looking up into 
the blue sky – the day turned off clear and quite cold – thinking of all those people dying 
under bombs from that same sky.”90 On December 8, she wrote “War has been declared.  
The Congress met at noon.  How I wish I were in Washington – Miss Rankin of Montana 
cast the only negative vote.  Poor woman, she was the first of the sex elected to Congress 
and as a pacifist, voted against entrance into the first World War.  It defeated her at the 
next election and now when she has finally been returned to Congress she is again called 
on to vote her country into war – I’m sorry for her.”91  As the days went by she discussed 
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canceling Christmas, but decided to proceed as planned for the sake of the family.92 
According to an article in the Arkansas Gazette, Congressman Terry drafted a bill to 
educate potential army recruits: 
President Roosevelt outlined the educational program of unprecedented 
proportions as contained in the Terry measure, at his conference Friday after he 
was advised that insufficient education had eliminated about 250,000 physically 
fit men from service with armed forces. The measure would provide $15,000,000 
of federal funds for the education of men who otherwise could be inducted.  It 
would furnish the first direct federal aid for education which has been advocated 
for 18 months by the Education Department.”93  
 
Terry later wrote about Winston Churchill’s visit to the United States and his 
involvement in different war efforts.  Her last diary entry in this journal was on February 
15, 1942.94 
With her husband in Congress and both of her sons serving in the military, Terry 
continued dealing with issues on the home front, and working for social reforms. Terry 
worked with the Arkansas Federation of Women’s Clubs (AFWC) on improving the arts 
throughout the state by promoting artistic endeavors.95  When Terry was appointed the 
Fine Arts chairperson, she attended “a number of artistic productions [such as] an opera, 
an art show, a symphony and many others.”96 Even though she described these events as 
good, attendance was low, so Terry decided to organize several artistic events into a 
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“festival of the arts” to encourage attendance and foster continuity. 97 As a member of the 
United Nations branch of the AFWC, Terry organized a trip to New York City to visit 
museums and explore other artistic avenues.  This group also toured Washington, D.C. 
and meet with First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to discuss the state of Fine Arts in the 
country. She continued to focus on historic preservation and the arts for the remainder of 
her life, eventually donating her family home, which was built by Albert Pike, a famous 
Confederate officer and newspaper owner, to the Arkansas Arts Center for use as a 
Decorative Arts Museum.98 
As Terry continued various reform efforts, she strove to work within the construct 
of southern society and culture, only occasionally stepping out of this mold if she deemed 
the cause worthy enough.  Terry was effective in her endeavors, but as historian Anne 
Firor Scott contends, “Through it all the outward aspect of the Southern Lady was 
normally maintained. . . For some women, this was a perfectly compatible role, so long as 
they could change its behavioral aspects. Others impatiently called for an end to the 
pedestals, but even they found it more effective to operate within the ladylike tradition.  
The other side of the coin was that the image of the proper Southern Lady was used 
effectively as a weapon by those who objected to the substantive goals for which women 
were working, hoping thus to discredit the goals themselves.”99 By being proper, 
presentable, and leaders on a social level, these women opened doors for change through 
their access to men that were in charge of the very organizations and industries that set 
                                                 
97 Ibid. 
 
98 Harris, “Adolphine Fletcher Terry,” 1. 
 
99 Scott, 317. 
147 
 
the tone for the city, state, and nation.  Terry, like so many other members of her 
women's groups, utilized this facade as a way to lull people into believing that her efforts 
were somehow less rebellious, when in fact her activities were many times at the height 
of social reform.    
At the start of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s, Terry mostly tried to stay 
within the realm of this southern lady trope to stem the social upheaval of the Little Rock 
School Crisis.  While not unwilling to act as a harridan if the situation warranted it, as 
evidenced during some of the suffrage movement protests, Terry strongly believed in the 
networking system as an effective way of accomplishing her overall reform goals.  This 
made her contacts within the southern lady system that much more valuable, and yet the 
Little Rock School Crisis required someone that was capable of and willing to cross the 
color boundary lines. Terry had started this during her time on the board of the YWCA 
and the integration of the state public library system.  Terry was a fighter, but having 
been reared in a time that gave women limited opportunities outside of the home and 
social scene, she became an expert in the subterfuges of polite society. While she enjoyed 
the occasional bit of shocking behavior during her earlier social activist efforts, Terry 
also discovered that diplomacy was one of her best weapons when dealing with those that 
she needed to tap for assistance. By making her opponents feel as though they actually 
had a stake in her success, she became a woman to seek out and solicit for help. Whether 
offering a large-scale social network for fundraising, lobbying efforts, or government 
reform, Terry proved she had the connections to get things done, and also as a woman to 
be emulated. Her natural ability to sympathize and empathize only added to her skill-
set.  Her efforts were largely carried out behind the scenes, which makes this chapter in 
148 
 
of civil rights history largely overshadowed by more prominent proponents and 
activists.   
At the start of her social activist efforts, Terry did not think to include African 
Americans as equal members of society. She did not march alongside African American 
women for equal voting rights, nor were they welcome members of her women's clubs, 
but that did not mean that she did not recognize the damage that the antiquated idea of 
segregation had caused to Arkansas. Initially, Terry operated from a practical stance that 
separate schools and government services were unduly taxing upon on an already 
overburdened system. While she had some personal revelations in college, it was her 
experience on the advisory board of the YWCA that she allowed her to put a human face 
to the people that were most affected and harmed by the inequities of being "separate but 
equal." After forming ties and bonds to the African American community, Terry did not 
start to publicly disavow segregation, but rather she began to utilize her social networks 
to alter existing attitudes and create opportunities for change. The Little Rock School 
Crisis gave her the opportunity to blend the ideologies and methodologies that she had 
employed throughout her life, and it proved to be the apex of her growth as a social 
reformer. It also took the national Civil Rights movement into the homes of all 
Arkansans.   
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Chapter 6 – Women’s Emergency Committee 
 
I see no reason to pay any more attention to the color of a person’s skin than to 
the color of his eyes.  It’s so much easier to speak to a person merely as another 
person than to put on a different voice and a different face for someone of another 
color. I guess you might say I believe in the fatherhood of God and the 
brotherhood of man, and if you really live that way it makes life extremely 
simple.1          
     ~ Adolphine Fletcher Terry 
 
Like most parents, my first concern is for my own children.  We have a son who 
is a senior in Central High.  He has already lost three weeks of schooling.  He 
does not want to join the 300 students who have transferred to other schools.  He 
wants to graduate from Central High. . . It is these students who are the real losers 
in this squabble and who stand to lose the most if we reject education in favor of 
segregation.2  
     ~Mrs. Charles Stephens  
 
Reminiscing in her diary about the year of 1957, Terry stated, “cultural events 
[and] affairs in Little Rock seemed to be blossoming when Dave and I drove away in 
August to visit David [her son] and his family at Colorado Springs, we thought a new day 
for our city and state had finally arrived and nothing could stop our progress.  Nine negro 
children were to be accepted at Central High School, the first slow step in the integration 
of the races as ordered by the Supreme Court.”3 Prior to the desegregation crisis of 1957, 
both Little Rock and the state of Arkansas were on a gradual path to integration.  Terry 
had successfully aided in the process of integrating the public library system in Arkansas 
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in 1951 and looked forward to further progress.  African Americans in Arkansas were 
fighting for equality in the state, making the idea of civil rights a more common topic of 
discussion.  One of the first successful attempts to win equal rights through the courts 
was in 1942, in the case of Sue Cowan Morris.  Morris, a teacher, and member of the 
Little Rock Classroom Teachers Association, sued for black teachers to receive equal pay 
with their white counterparts.4  With this and other small successes across the state, 
African Americans, especially businessmen and educated individuals, banded together, 
and organized for real change and expanded civil rights.  As previously stated, the idea of 
gradual and carefully managed integration was seen by Terry as a boon to Arkansas. It 
showed a willingness to embrace the old progressive spirit of government oversight as a 
way to achieve harmonious results for all of its people. This period also seemed to build 
upon Terry's own efforts at integration by consolidating existing educational systems to 
enact change, thereby reducing wasteful expenditures on separate and decidedly unequal 
systems. Lastly, it demonstrated that the dissolution of segregation was no longer met 
with a deep antipathy, and that discussions about integration no longer needed to be 
viewed as subversive.  Terry was herself a sort of bridge between the worlds at this point 
due to the contacts and friendships that she established during her time on the advisory 
board of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). 
Two schools, Fayetteville (Washington County) and Charleston (Franklin 
County), in Arkansas had successfully desegregated after Brown v. Board of Education.5  
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In fact, in the South, only Texas had more desegregated schools than Arkansas by 1957.6  
Hoxie Public Schools was the third school district in the state to integrate, but the first 
with African American students joining their white counterparts in a shared classroom, 
and the first to have active resistance.  On June 25, 1955, Hoxie School Superintendent 
K.E. Vance and the school board voted unanimously against separate schools and moved 
to integrate School District 46. The Superintendent cited three reasons for integration: “It 
was right in the sight of God, it complied with the Supreme Court Ruling, and it was 
cheaper for the school system.”7 Religious confirmation, government approval, and 
sound fiscal sense were solid building blocks from which to build upon the idea of 
integration.  The fight was no longer necessarily about whether segregation was useful, 
but rather that it was too costly to support.  A growing middle class of African Americans 
also demonstrated that they were solidly contributing citizens that were equally capable 
of forming societal groups that were cognizant of their own abilities to enact reform.     
In July of that year twenty-one African American students integrated with 1,000 
white students for the first time.  Life magazine documented the event with pictures and 
portrayed it as a seamless process.8  Instead of fading into history as one of the school 
districts that abandoned its dual school system, Hoxie became a battleground for white 
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supremacists after the photo array came out in Life magazine. Herbert Brewer, a local 
farmer, organized a meeting of local white citizens who wanted the school board to 
reverse their decision.  With additional outside help from Arkansas’s White Citizens 
Council director, Jim Johnson, and Amis Guthridge, executive secretary of White 
America, Inc., “fanned the flames of white supremacy in Hoxie, and soon intimidation 
against both black parents and members of the school board flowed from the rhetoric.”9  
Not giving into public pressure, the school board sought legal counsel and called on the 
Arkansas Council of Human Relations for assistance. In February 1956, the federal 
Justice Department openly entered the Hoxie dispute, the first time the Justice 
Department stepped in to support the Supreme Court ruling. Despite numerous appeals, 
the school board’s decision to integrate Hoxie School was upheld. This incident set the 
precedent for future cases by establishing federal support and oversight of the integration 
process, which went unheeded by the Little Rock School Board two years later.10 This 
kind of participation on a federal level also made it clear that the majority of the nation 
felt that segregation was no longer relevant, and as during the Civil War that had taken 
place nearly one hundred years prior, put forth the consensus that the South would no 
longer be able to oppose this new level of progress.  
When the Little Rock School Board adopted the “Blossom Plan,” it met the 
minimal compliance for gradual integration.  The Blossom Plan seemed like just another 
progressive step, albeit a small one, when it called for nine African American students to 
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integrate Central High School in 1957.11 The Blossom Plan was created by the Little 
Rock Superintendent of Schools, Virgil Tracy Blossom, in answer to the 1954 Brown v. 
Board of Education Supreme Court decision.  His plan was for a gradual integration of 
the school system. At first, he wanted to integrate the elementary schools starting with 
six-year olds, but parents were outraged and thought that this was too young to start 
integration.12  They also feared that students would not learn the proper southern social 
norms, and these concerns led him to change his plan and start integrating at the high 
school level.13  
Four high schools in Little Rock, including Central High School, were initially 
selected, but after voting on a more rigid plan, the School Board decided to integrate 
Central High with only nine African American students (down from the original 200 
eligible students).14 Supporters quietly believed that their optimism about more change 
was warranted, and heralded this as a new era of reform.15 On the eve of Central High 
integration, Terry recollected her continued hopes of progress and racial inclusion for  
Little Rock: 
                                                 
11 Stockley, 65-82; Sara Alderman Murphy, Breaking the Silence: Little Rock’s Women’s Emergency 
Committee to Open Our Schools, 1958-1963, edit. Patrick C. Murphy, II (Fayetteville: The University of 
Arkansas Press, 1997), 33-38; Sondra Gordy, Finding the Lost Year: What Happened When Little Rock 
Closed Its Public Schools (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2009), 8-10; The Lost Year: The 
Untold Story of the Year Following the Crisis at Central High School, 1958-1959, directed by Sandra 
Hubbard (Morning Star Studio, 2007), DVD, Morning Star Studio, 2007; Terry Memoir, 230-235; Todd E. 
Lewis, “Virgil Tracy Blossom,” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History & Culture, last modified April 28, 
2014, accessed January 30, 2015, http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-












I had looked back on the year before [1956] and been greatly encouraged by the 
cultural and economic progress of Little Rock.  The junior college had become 
Little Rock University and a new symphony orchestra had come into being with 
the backing of the Chamber of Commerce.  The Museum of Natural History and 
the Fine Arts Museum had both acquired experienced curators, and the Junior 
League had decided to devote its energies to cultural affairs. . . we thought that a 
new day for our city and state had arrived and nothing could stop our progress.16 
 
All nine African American students -- Minnijean Brown, Elizabeth Eckford, Ernest 
Green, Thelma Mothershed, Melba Pattillo, Gloria Ray, Terrence Roberts, Jefferson 
Thomas, and Carlotta Walls -- had volunteered and were aware of the potential of a 
hostile response to their attendance.  To stop school integration, Governor Orval Faubus, 
under the guise of protecting the nine students, ordered the Arkansas National Guard to 
keep them from entering the building.17  The National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP), Arkansas chapter president Daisy Bates, who helped 
organize the student integration, was in constant contact with the national NAACP office 
in New York regarding the growing crisis.18   
After reading a U.S. News and World Report article that stated that one of the nine 
students was expelled for breaking the pledge that she would not “retaliate,” regardless of 
the actions of any of the white students toward her, Terry wrote that she “decided to 
come out of my lethargy and see if I could help in the situation.”19 The incidents involved 
Minnijean Brown pouring a bowl of chili on a white boy’s head in the cafeteria in 
December and for calling a white girl “white trash” in the hallway the following 
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February.20 Terry stated that she was horrified when she saw “good looking white 
children, their face distorted with hate, shrieking insults as the negroes who conducted 
themselves very well indeed.”21  The national media from the New York Times, Life, 
NBC and others were in place on the first day of school.22  They accurately broadcasted 
the details of intimidation and violence to the whole world.  For almost fifty years, Terry 
had worked for better race relations. “I felt that my life had been in vain; I really wanted 
to die.  For days, I walked about unable to concentrate on anything, except the fact that 
we had been disgraced by a group of poor whites and a portion of the lunatic fringe 
which every town possesses.  Where had the better class been while this was being 
concocted?  Shame on us!”23 She lamented in her journal later that the world saw her 
hometown as vile and hate-filled.  She collected newspaper clippings and letters from all 
over the world that reviled Little Rock as the center of racism in America.24 The liberal 
white elites, including Terry, abhorred this type of coverage of their city and strove to do 
anything to stop it.   
In an interview with historian Elizabeth Jacoway, William Terry commented on 
his mother’s response to the crisis: “I think she was upset.  She had been for Faubus 
helping him, the mountain guy, coming to Little Rock, [she] had taken Mrs. Alta Faubus 
                                                 
20 Stockley, 169, 174. 
 
21 Diary of Adolphine Fletcher Terry, January 3, 1959. 
 




24 Diary of Adolphine Fletcher Terry, January 3, 1959. Terry wrote in her diary that “before we returned 
home, the name of our town had become a byword for lawlessness and race hatred all over the world.  I 
personally, had newspaper clippings and letters from Paris, Tokyo, Honolulu and Karachi, Pakistan – The 




around to meet various groups and all, [she] was a friend to both and then this happened 
and I think it was a shock to her. It was against the community and all, because she spent 
her life worrying about the community, much more than most of us did and all so I’m 
sure it was tough on her . . . she was going to die fighting it.”25  Terry decided she first 
needed to understand what was happening at Central High school and then decide a 
course of action.  She began by speaking with teachers, who said that discipline had 
completely broken down and “that the Negro students were persecuted daily and when 
they complained the principal remonstrated with the white boys and girls and nothing 
happened.”26 She also interviewed Daisy Bates, who “thought the high school authorities 
should have stronger discipline.”27 Terry did not understand how good Christian people 
allowed this to happen.  “For almost one hundred years we have taxed ourselves to 
provide free schools for negroes and the churches have sent missionaries to carry health 
education and religion to the dark people of the world and teach them pride in their 
humanity: that their immortal souls were of consequence to the Father of us all.  The 
efforts have succeeded, but we want the black man to be content with second class 
citizenship everywhere.”28 
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As the crisis unfolded, Terry continued to seek out individuals who could assist 
her, Herbert Thomas was one such individual.  Thomas was the founder and president of 
First Pyramid Life Insurance Company and president of the University of Arkansas 
Board of Trustees.  Thomas led the integration of both the medical and law schools at the 
university ten years earlier with little fanfare.29 Terry wanted Bates to meet Thomas, 
because he had devised a plan to withdraw the African American students from the 1957-
58 school year, while creating an interracial commission to develop a plan for integration 
going forward.30  Terry was optimistic about the meeting and felt that “if the two of them 
sat down together without any other desire than to work out a solution to the problem 
they would probably come up with an acceptable answer.”31 However, Bates and the 
NAACP did not accept Thomas’s plan because it did not follow the federal law.  They 
believed that segregationists should not determine how federal law was implemented for 
African Americans.32 Unfortunately Thomas did nothing to improve on the relationship 
when he sent Bates the following letter in April 1958, “But right now, you are making it 
impossible for your white friends to be of help to you . . . without the friendship and trust 
of the white race you can never enjoy the acceptance you covet.”33  Unlike most of her 
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prior networking attempts, Terry’s intervention failed, in part because Terry was trying to 
solve a problem within the status quo, while Bates was trying to overthrow the status quo, 
the Little Rock crisis continued.  
Daisy Gaston Bates and her husband L.C. Bates were active in the Little Rock 
branch of the NAACP since they had moved to the city in 1941, and started the weekly 
statewide newspaper, the Arkansas State Press, which advocated equal rights for African 
Americans.34 Bates had been the president of the Arkansas NAACP since 1952, and well-
known in the African American community, but it was not until 1956 that the larger 
white community made note of her civil rights activities during the pre-trial proceedings 
of the federal court case, Aaron v. Cooper.35  This case was filed to force Little Rock to 
abide by the Brown v. Board of Education decision to integrate public schools.  By 
working closely with the national branch of the NAACP, the Arkansas division shifted 
their position “from advocating for equal funding for segregated programs to outright 
racial integration,” leaving Bates feeling empowered, which showed during an exchange 
with Leon Catlett, an attorney for the Little Rock School Board. 36 
Bates leaned forward in her chair and said to Catlett: “You addressed me several 
times this morning by my first name.  That is something that is reserved for my 
intimate friends and my husband.  You will refrain from calling me Daisy.”  
Without hesitation, Catlett shot back, “I won’t call you anything then.”37 
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According to historian Grif Stockley, Bates was directly challenging “one of white 
supremacy’s oldest traditions – that of controlling and intimidating African Americans by 
treating them as though they were children,” it became front-page news the next day in 
the Arkansas Gazette.38 This was a defining moment in her civil rights career. Stockley 
argued that if Bates was a man, the retribution for such acts would have been 
insufferable, but because she was female she was unknowingly able to use “her 
femininity to advance her cause.”39 
Terry and Daisy Bates shared a respectful and polite relationship.  “Daisy Bates is 
the bravest woman I have ever known,” Terry wrote in her memoir when describing the 
Little Rock crisis.40  “Almost every night, rocks were thrown at her house and the 
windows were broken out many times.  She was given no protection by the state or local 
police; she had only the protection her neighbors could give her, but she never wavered 
and certainly never gave up.”41  But they were unable to work together on a solution to 
the integration crisis in Little Rock, and at times expressed opposing opinions on what 
should happen next.  African Americans did not want or need white people to resolve 
their problems.  The idea of noblesse oblige would not work this time for Terry. Her 
personal reflections reveal that Terry knew that racial integration and equality were part 
of the larger national picture, but unfortunately, she still believed that the way to achieve 
it was through traditional channels of her genteel activism.  Of working within the system 
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with a certain level of finesse to get things accomplished.  Bates and the larger civil rights 
movement were striving for something much bigger and the Central High School crisis 
proved to be the tipping point.    
  In the two previous elections, Terry voted for Orval Faubus because of his 
moderate stance on segregation. She knew his wife, Alta Faubus, socially, and it was 
through this connection that Terry tried to reach another compromise on the growing 
crisis. Terry suggested to Mrs. Faubus “that since the problems of integration would 
ultimately be solved by adults, it would be a good idea if the Governor expressed himself 
in favor of law and order in the schools.  She agreed with me and promised to discuss the 
matter with him, but nothing seemed to come of it.”42 Terry’s pleas were ignored, and 
Faubus continued his defiance of federal authority by closing the public high schools to 
prevent further desegregation.  Faubus planned to put the matter to a public vote in late 
September before the November election.  Harry Ashmore, editor of the Arkansas 
Gazette during the crisis, remembered Faubus “was always a schizophrenic character.  He 
was one kind of naïve, gullible at the same time he was an extraordinarily canny kind of 
political tactician.”43  According to Terry, “Of course, few people wanted integration, but 
it was here and it was right.”44 
A letter between two friends, and a phone call with another, Terry went into a 
leadership role as a group of upper-class white women in the city organized the Women’s 
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Emergency Committee to Open Our Schools (WEC) in September 1958, in response to 
the governor’s plan.  Harry Ashmore remembered, “Of all the memories I retain from the 
lurid days that followed the Arkansas militia’s occupation of Central High School none 
shines brighter than the sequence that begins with a firm familiar voice on the telephone 
saying, ‘This is Adolphine Terry, can you tell me what is going on?’45  Ashmore 
continued that Terry wanted to meet him and he told her he would come out to her house, 
per normal.  Terry said, “No, I’ll come down to your office.”46  This was the only time he 
remembered her coming to the Gazette office.47  Terry said, “I am disappointed in the 
men of Little Rock.  It’s clear to me that the men are not going to take the lead in turning 
this thing around and so the women are going to have to.  And I’m issuing a call this 
afternoon, I’m going to call all the ladies down from Pulaski Heights, from the Junior 
League and we’re going to put the ladies to work on bringing this crisis to an end.  And 
of course, I assume that the Gazette is going to support me in this.  And Mr. Ashmore 
said yes, the Gazette certainly will and indeed the Gazette did support the ladies in their 
efforts.”48  So, after months of riots, occupation, condemnation, and the eventual closing 
of all schools to children both black and white, Terry said, “I see. The men have failed 
again.  I’ll have to send for the young ladies.”49  
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They were confident in their abilities to bring positive solutions to the growing 
educational problems in Little Rock, having already proven to be masterminds at 
negotiating political minefields during the revamping of the juvenile court and state 
public library systems.  Modeling their group after the Association of Southern Women 
for the Prevention of Lynching, this was the first white organization to oppose 
segregation in Little Rock.50  The goal of the WEC was to “get the four free public high 
schools re-opened; to get students back in their classes; to retain our staff of good 
teachers; and to regain full accreditation by the North Central Association.”51  In her 
memoir, WEC co-founder Vivion Brewer described the feelings of the women at the first 
meeting; “Believing without reservation that all people are far more alike than they are 
different and that hatred is insanity, we pooled our anxieties.  We agreed that it was 
useless to continue our stunned silence of the past year during which we had waited for 
the men of affairs to do something.”52  To achieve these goals Terry felt that the 
organization needed to appeal to the greatest number of people in Little Rock.  To this 
end she, Brewer, and Powell decided that they must appeal to the white voter by making 
their organization “whites only,” and that they could not take a stand for either 
segregation or integration, but rather for education.53 The WEC was “dedicated to the 
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principle of free and public-school education, to law and order.”54  The three agreed that 
easing of racial tensions should be the main priority.55 
The Women’s Emergency Committee began with forty-eight members.  Its goal 
was to fight the rabble rousers on radio and television, with fliers and house-to-house 
surveys; a year later it boasted a membership of 1600.56  “Whether we like it or not, 
human slavery and segregation are dead,” Mrs. Terry said.  “We are living through the 
most exciting time of the world, because the soul of man everywhere is demanding more 
rights and more recognition – and, most of all, more human dignity.”57  Women joined 
the WEC for different reasons, but most were well-educated and from the middle class.  
Though the leaders -- Terry, Brewer, and Murphy -- were active in the community and 
worked on other African American issues, the bulk of their members by 1958 were not 
typical social activists.  Historian Karen Anderson contends that “In Little Rock, women 
who had never worked in political campaigns or lobbied for legislation rapidly found 
themselves giving prodigious amounts of their time in these kinds of activities as they 
took on the most controversial public issue in the history of their community.”58 
 Even with these concessions, not everyone who attended the first meetings of the 
WEC was eager to embrace the ideas it set forth.  Several women left meetings or asked 
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that their names be removed from the roster.  Though Terry was no stranger to biracial 
activities and organizations, the WEC chose not to include African Americans, and, 
according to historian Grif Stockley, “A lily-white organization was tactically necessary, 
though it did not sit well with blacks who were initially sympathetic” to its cause.59  
Daisy Bates later recalled that Terry asked her not to attend the meetings.60  Upset by this 
apparent snub, Bates wrote an article against the WEC, but did not publish it out of 
respect for Terry. Bates felt that the WEC was “working for the Negroes, not with 
them.”61 As the intersection between race and gender caused friction between the two 
groups that were working toward the same goal, Terry continued to work within the 
southern lady system that worked so well for her in the past.  This tangential approach 
avoided direct confrontation, but instead wooed perspective supporters by approaching 
them via members who were a part of their communities.  
Faubus set the election to decide the integration question for September 27, 1958.  
These time constraints gave the WEC little time to organize, but the ladies quickly 
mobilized and began phoning eligible voters, driving people to the polls to vote, lobbying 
members of the state legislature, and even hosting two televised discussion panels.62  
Faubus argued that private schools were the only answer to the lower educational 
standards and violence that would occur if integration passed.63  An important part of the 
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television broadcast panel argued against these ideas; it tried to convince voters that they 
were not voting for immediate integration, but rather for the gradual introduction of the 
Blossom Plan, regardless of the ballot language.64  Terry stated, “If people had asked any 
of us if we were for integration, we would probably have told them no, we hadn’t come 
to that point yet.  But we were for integrating the schools because there had never been 
enough money in Arkansas for one good school system, let alone two.”65 Again, Terry 
knew how to work within the white southern political system to obtain her goal of 
integration. By telling whites that the WEC was not supporting integration for 
integration’s sake, but for the betterment of the overall school system, she could placate 
radicals and sway moderates toward the desired reform.   
Even though the WEC made a concerted and valiant effort, its strategies did not 
work. The majority of the voters opposed integration, and the Little Rock schools 
remained closed for the remainder of the 1958-59 school year.  Since all Little Rock 
public-school students were displaced, approximately 600 seniors, both black and white, 
were left to wonder how they would obtain a high school diploma without a school 
system.66  Most white students found alternative modes of education by attending private 
schools, moving in with relatives in other parts of the state, or starting college without a 
diploma.  African American students in Little Rock did not fare as well, and most went a 
year without any education.67 Upset by the vote, Terry argued, “All the disturbances at 
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Central High, I felt, had been created by Faubus solely to re-elect himself, and he had 
succeeded probably beyond his own wildest dreams.  I felt he was doing exactly what he 
would do if he were a communist: fomenting dissension between groups of people and 
causing intolerance to breed more intolerance.  He was working in one of the poorest and 
most ignorant states, and his influence was radiating in all directions.”68 In a final attempt 
to keep the schools open, Terry appealed directly to the governor prior to the election in 
November 1958:     
I believe you can be a second Lincoln, but you are now on the wrong path.  
Lincoln was looking towards the future; you are still looking in the past.  The 
South has no chance of ultimately winning in this matter of segregation.  With the 
election of all the progressive new Democrats there is less chance now than ever 
before.  Whether we like it or not, Segregation around the world is as dead in 
1958 as slavery was in 1858.  The South cannot afford to fight for lost causes.69 
 
Faubus was reelected in November, carrying all seventy-five counties.70  Terry, 
who did not hold an office and was mostly an advisor to the members of the WEC, was 
harassed for her role in the integration crisis. After a photo of her appeared in Time 
magazine, she received several hostile letters and phone calls.71  One of her relations was 
fired from his job and eventually took his own life because he could not find another.72  
Ministers who worked with Terry and the WEC lost their congregations and were forced 
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to leave the city.73  Many of the letters Terry received were negative and related her 
support of school integration to interracial marriage, with religious overtones of hell and 
damnation.74   
You will regret that one day you favored integration.  I was borned in the South, I 
cant imagine a Southerner upholding integration.  Truly there must have been 
brainwashing by some source.  This mixing of the races is not God’s plan for the 
Anglo Saxon race. 
 
The good Lord never intended the two races to mix – not any more than he did for 
animals and birds to mix – uneducated they know what is right and wrong.  When 
you realize that 78% of Washington, D.C. schools are Negroes, it makes one 
shudder to think what may happen here.  If you give a Negro an inch he will take 
a mile. . . Mind you, I’m for Negroes having equal schools, but let them stay in 
their own. 
 
I have known and been a friend of your family for many a year.  You would know 
me better as a close friend of your husband.  Needless to say I just haven’t the gall 
to tell you who I am.  You will feel the effect of my work against you in the very 
near future.75 
 
Others were more supportive.  
 
A letter from the Young Women Christian Association of Hot Springs, Arkansas, 
dated September 20, 1958 expressed, “our appreciation of your stand as regards 
the integration issue and the special school election on September 27 in Little 
Rock . . . we unanimously recognize your courage in stating the real issues at 
stake in the election . . . your forth right attempt to awaken the thinking people of 
Little Rock to their responsibility in saving our public-school system in 
Arkansas.76 
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I read, with great interest and appreciation in Time magazine of what you are 
doing.  It is certainly good to hear, amidst this madness, the sanity and maturity 
which is yours. . . Thank you so much for what you are doing for all of us. 
 
But what gets my pride is this – that after all the years America – with all the 
freedom as compared to Europe – that now my people of Arkansas fear the 
competition of the emancipated blacks who have only had their freedom 90 or 
100 years. 
 
The whole school affair has been a disgrace to the state and to the Christian 
people of our nation.  I am so glad you and your co-workers have had the nerve 
and the public spirit to assert yourself and lead out in a movement to get the 
children back into school.  The children are the ones who have really suffered.  I 
believe they could do a much better job running school affairs than some adults.  
Why have so many people of the state bowed to the dictatorship of one person 
and his cohorts? It is amazing.77 
 
Even though the ballot was defeated, the WEC was not deterred from its mission 
and continued to work at the grassroots level to re-open the schools.  Terry and Brewer 
were both independently wealthy, and were not affected financially by the whims of the 
populace, but many local businessmen were.  These businessmen soon found that 
segregation was affecting their bottom line and their traditional role in politics no longer 
worked for the masses.  The Little Rock chapter of the American Association of 
University Women conducted a business survey from November 1958 to January 1959 
during the Christmas shopping season.78  Of the eighty-five businessmen surveyed; forty-
four said the integration crisis had an adverse effect on their business.79  But thirty-five 
businessmen stated that it had no effect on their business, and six businessmen thought 
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the integration crisis had a positive effect.80  The six businesses that were positively 
affected were filling stations, newspaper stands, and anything a tourist would use while 
visiting Little Rock, which made sense since there were plenty of visitors to the city 
throughout these years.81  The hardest hit businesses were real estate sales, because few 
people wanted to buy homes or businesses in Little Rock during the crisis.82  Slow sales 
also hit independent neighborhood stores, even though big retail stores were on par with 
previous year sales.83 
The business community did not promote any radical change to the political 
process, but instead supported the status quo.  In the end, that only allowed the stand-off 
over school integration to last longer than necessary, eventually putting a strain on 
already limited state financial resources.  Personally, most supported segregation, but in 
time they finally realized just how much it was costing them to keep segregation in 
place.84 In May 1959, these businessmen and other civic community members eventually 
took a stand against the segregationists and formed a group, Stop This Outrageous Purge 
(STOP), in response to the firing of a large number of school employees.85  These 
injustices, not integration, were something that the white community, especially men, 
could officially come out in favor of and support through demonstration.  After the WEC 
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ran a series of ads using pictures of fired teachers and their biographical information, 
which placed the teachers as full members of the communities that they taught in, the 
argument became more about halting the purge of qualified and beloved teachers than 
about integration.86  
With the backing of the WEC, a recall election of the school board members was 
held within the month.87  Three moderate board members were retained and three 
additional moderate members were elected, with this new board setting a goal of gradual 
desegregation.88  Karen Anderson argued that “the political legacies of this election were 
contradictory.”89 Even though the opposition was poorly funded and politically 
incompetent, Little Rock’s working class still supported segregation and the new board 
members barely won their respective races.90  Anderson continues,  
The STOP victory, in short, derived in part from the class and race privileges of 
the whites who supported the moderates’ cause.  For their part, African American 
leaders, who organized their own campaign in the recall election, took their first 
steps toward the political autonomy they would develop in the next few years.  
Ironically, their path to autonomy was paved in part by their work with a board 
coalition of white activists, particularly those in the WEC, whose tactics they 
would emulate in the future.91 
 
Having met its goal, the WEC disbanded in November 1963. Anderson concludes that 
“the WEC’s middle-class political appeals and priorities ultimately limited not only its 
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progressive political vision but also its social base, as did the leaders commitment to 
trying to end segregation while excluding African Americans from their own 
organization.”92 The eighty-year-old Terry successfully passed the torch of social 
activism to a whole new generation of women.  The organization presented Terry with a 
plaque that read: “In deep appreciation for your unique, selfless, and unremitting 
contribution to humanity and for your inspiration and guidance to the Women’s 
Emergency Committee.”93  
To many the WEC seemed like the high point of Terry’s social activism in 
Arkansas.  Terry did help start the WEC, but per reported accounts had very little 
participation in the day-to-day happenings of the organization.94 According to Brewer 
and Murphy’s recollections, they always conferred with Terry about decisions regarding 
the WEC.  Collectively, they determined the path to integration and what efforts the 
WEC should pursue.  While Terry was unable to organize a full-scale collaboration 
between the WEC and other African American civil rights groups, she did not hesitate to 
express her own personal belief that segregation was wrong and unfairly devalued 
people. This was a far cry from the young woman that spoke in a class at Vassar about 
the correctness of publicly lynching a black man that was believed to have assaulted a 
white woman.  If Terry had been working alone, it is probably safe to say that she would 
have included Daisy Bates in her efforts to avoid the school shutdown crisis, but in order 
to try and solicit help from an extended range of social groups, she compromised, 
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believing that some level of change was better than none.  Terry knew how to build from 
small steps until her original goals were achieved, and while she agreed with 
desegregation, she also was well aware that a direct charge was not going to be welcomed 
by most working-class whites in Arkansas, who aggressively disputed the "rightness" of 
these changes.95  
Regardless, of her participation, or lack thereof, by lending her name and prestige 
to the WEC many white women of Little Rock society were drawn to participate in the 
organization.  Terry’s main contribution was her vast circle of contacts with influential 
people in Little Rock.  Her family name had power in gaining access to and influencing 
these people.  But most importantly her experience as a successful reformer contributed 
to the realization of the WEC efforts.  These women did not depart from the role of the 
southern lady or patterns of traditional female behavior, but worked within the confines 
of southern cultural norms.  It was their determination to accomplish the goal of re-
opening the schools in Little Rock that made a difference. Although they avoided using a 
head-on attack, these southern ladies were savvy in the strategic decisions they employed 
to effect change.96   
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One Arkansas representative noted that “women’s groups were ‘the worse ever to 
come before the legislature.’” 97 They were the most insistent lobbyists for their cause and 
swarmed the lobbies until the bill was laid to rest. Women of the WEC were not only key 
in upsetting the traditional race constructs in Little Rock, but gender roles as well, even 
though they seemed to operate within acceptable social boundaries.  Historian Elizabeth 
Jacoway contended the WEC actions were about more than just education; they had the 
unforeseen result of “giving Little Rock’s elite women a public voice, in teaching them to 
think in terms of political organizing and acting, they led the way toward a new 
understanding of female possibilities in their city.”98  The women that Terry, Brewer, 
Powell, and others trained continued to be active in a broad range of public pursuits in 
Little Rock and elsewhere throughout the state and nation.  Overlapping memberships 
also helped spread the message of the movement begun by the WEC to other women’s 
organizations.  These women were all about persistence and attacking problems from the 
side instead of head-on, the essence of gentility.  The non-violent aspect of their protest 
opened doors, that otherwise would have remained closed to the movement. Two groups 
in the Little Rock area, the American Association of University Women, and the League 
of Women Voters, were to remain political forces beyond the school integration crisis.99  
While Terry was largely retired from the world of social reform after this point, her 
legacy of gentrified activism rippled through the civil rights movement, attempting to 
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achieve an environment of openness through persistent persuasion under the guise of 









The silence that I hear is more than words;            
The silence that I breathe is more than thought;            
The silence that I know is more than life;                
It is a silence of all silences.               
For ever and ever, to eternity                   
It goes and I go with it, well content.2 
     ~ John Gould Fletcher 
   
Having been a social activist for over fifty years, Terry knew the re-opening of 
the schools in 1959 was not the end of the integration crisis in Little Rock.  Of course, 
that did not stop the inundation of accolades for her role in resolving the Little Rock High 
School Crisis.  The New York Times called her the “Leading Lady of Little Rock, 
Arkansas” and wrote that she was the “resistance to the Faubusmen before most men in 
the community had found their voices.”3 In 1961, the Vassar College Alumnae magazine, 
Salve, observed its 100th anniversary of the women’s college.  In its April issue, it listed 
100 graduates “who have shown the courage, intelligence, strength, and generosity” 
expected of Vassar graduates.4  Terry was named one of its 100 distinguished alumnae, 
who were chosen as representatives of the college’s objective to give its students “the 
intelligence to balance tradition and change” and “to encourage them to give themselves 
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and their understanding to make a better place in which to live.”5  Though she responded 
modestly with “We were successful,” the Women’s Emergency Committee to Open the 
Schools (WEC) was already working on another hurdle. Governor Faubus was still 
working against full integration.6    
According to WEC member Sara Murphy, “In January 1959, in his inaugural 
message, Faubus promised further legislation to avoid desegregation.”7 Terry and the 
other members met and decided to work aggressively to defeat a constitutional 
amendment to the state constitution that Governor Faubus had rushed through the 
General Assembly as Joint Resolution No. 5.  The resolution was to appear on a 
statewide ballot in the general election in November 1960 as Proposed Amendment No. 
52.8  The WEC members created a summary outlining the pitfalls of Amendment 52. It 
was published in the local newspapers over the next six months.  The proposed 
amendment would allow the state government to regulate school funding and millage 
rates arbitrarily and to change the constitution to fit the whims of state officials with little 
to no public notification.  According to their published summary, “What 52 proposes to 
do! . . . Abolishes our present constitutional guarantee of free schools. . . Changes the 
way constitutional amendments regulating schools may be made. . . Repeals all reference 
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to public education now in our constitution.”9 Due in part to the WEC’s efforts 
Amendment 52 was defeated by a three-to-one margin in November 1960.   
By this time the WEC had over 2,000 members and boasted “in spite of a telecast 
by the Governor urging the people to vote for the Amendment.  PEOPLE OF 
ARKANSAS WANT NO MORE TAMPERING WITH THEIR PUBLIC SHOOLS.”10  
Murphy contends, “As one of the first major groups of white women in the South to 
organize around the issue of building support for integrated public education, the WEC 
became a model for women in other southern cities.” 11  A 1962 Arkansas Gazette article 
stated, “Looking back now, it is still faintly terrifying to speculate on what Little Rock 
would have done without the first small gathering together of women who were 
determined that the schools would be saved, and who, by the strength of their example, 
did more than any other group to create the wave of public opinion that finally saw to it 
that the schools were saved.”12 The WEC was successful in re-opening the schools, but 
the legacy of discontented segregationists ultimately challenged the WEC’s good 
intentions.13  After its disbanding, Terry decided to retire from public life in 1963.  But 
according to historian Ben F. Johnson, even though Terry was not active in Little Rock 
                                                 
9 Ibid., 305-306. 
 
10 Murphy, 211. 
 
11 Ibid., 219. 
 
12 Arkansas Gazette, January 7, 1962. 
 
13 Brewer, 235-259; Murphy, 205-221; John A. Kirk, Beyond Little Rock: The Origins and Legacies of the 




politics, she was aware of what her former peers in the Central High School crisis were 
attempting to do in her city.14   
In Little Rock, many of the integrationist school board members barely won their 
seats in the 1959 election and the segregationists who tried to defeat them were still 
living in the same communities.  Terry understood that vigilance was necessary if true 
integration was to succeed in Little Rock.  Unfortunately, former friends turned into foes 
during the 1960s.  William F. Rector and others, who fought to re-open the schools in 
1958 alongside Terry and WEC, now feared that integration devalued their suburban real 
estate holdings.15  White flight, the re-settlement patterns of neighborhoods where the 
white community moves out of the urban areas to the suburbs, began shortly after the 
success of the WEC in 1959.16  Through a series of student assignment plans, “freedom-
of-choice” programs, and sympathetic school board elections, Little Rock “had without 
apology sustained largely single-race classrooms.”17 By re-zoning properties and raising 
home prices beyond the reach of many African American families, Rector, along with 
other civic leaders, managed to create a “racial topography,” on the city map of Little 
Rock.18 Full white flight had not taken over the city, but pockets of African Americans 
along school district lines could be seen throughout the city.  One former school board 
                                                 
14 Ben F. Johnson III, “After 1957: Resisting Integration in Little Rock,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly 55, 
no. 2 (Summer 2007): 258. 
 
15 Ibid., 258-283. 
 
16 Ibid, 258-283; Grif Stockley, Daisy Bates: Civil Rights Crusader from Arkansas (Jackson: University of 
Mississippi Press, 2005), 191-209; Brewer, 205-234: Sondra Gordy, Finding the Lost Year: What 
Happened When Little Rock Closed Its Public Schools (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2009), 
153-180.  
  
17 Johnson, “After 1957,” 259. 
 




member described the alignments: “We have perpetuated the dual school system, leaving 
worn-out schools to Negroes in the center of the city and building nice new ones for 
whites in the suburbs.”19  Many white citizens of Little Rock were clinging to a dying 
ideology and lifestyle. Meanwhile, on the national stage African Americans were 
succeeding in their quest for equality.  From the 1960 North Carolina sit-ins, to 1963 
March on Washington, to the 1965 march from Selma to Montgomery, the national civil 
rights movement members were winning the struggle for equality.20   
At the Arkansas Council on Human Relations Dinner in her honor in 1966, Harry 
Ashmore, editor of the Arkansas Gazette, elaborated on her role in the WEC.  
These valiant women, with Mrs. Terry’s guidance, worked endlessly to separate 
fact from fiction and to restore reason to the city –and the next year the schools 
did open!  Only someone of Mrs. Terry’s stature could have brought this about, 
but the fear carried with it a price tag in the form of alienation from friends, 
insults, and threats to her and her family.  She did not let these indignities 
discourage her.  She said they really did not matter because she knew in her heart 
that what she was doing was right.  Surely Adolphine Terry has earned the right to 
remind Southerners that, having done their worst, and failed, they may now find 
the way clear to do their best.21  
Historian Ben Johnson further contends that Terry’s reform efforts had “gradually 
came to encompass civil rights,” and were traditionally for the “most part top-down. 
Throughout her life, Terry believed that injustice and oppression grew from the failure of 
a socially responsible elite both to recognize the humanity of African Americans and to 
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check white populist racism.”22 She believed in and wanted equality for all.  “My mother 
always said she was hoping the day would come when the black man could go down to 
the city hall of Little Rock and be listened to just like anyone else without their ‘white 
family,’” reflected Terry’s son William.23 
If with the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 
the nation seemed ready to move forward and ensure the rights of all its citizens and 
create a more cohesive society; it was not.24 After the tragic assassinations of Malcolm X, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Kennedy, and the continuing escalation and 
protesting of the Vietnam War, the country was emotionally and spiritually spent.25   
These feelings of discontent and frustration were felt all over the nation, including in 
Little Rock. By 1970, the issue of integration again plagued the cities leaders and civic 
minded citizens.  Unfortunately, the collective dissatisfaction across the country did 
nothing to aid Terry’s endeavors to influence city leaders that integration was a necessity 
for Arkansas.    
After several years out of the public spotlight, Terry again tried to influence the 
leaders of Little Rock regarding the issue of integration.  She stated, “I cannot bear to see 
my town ruined by the stupidity (or is it the cupidity?) and indifference of its citizens.”26 
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The indifference on the part of both political leaders and the public by 1970 allowed 
members of the white elite to create a distinct racial line within the Little Rock school 
system that fell within the parameters of federal law.  It was not just Little Rock that was 
experiencing resistance to true integration.  Throughout the South, school boards and 
state governments found ways to circumvent federal law.  Finally, the United States 
Supreme Court in Green v. County School Board (1968) required school boards to 
eradicate segregation “root and branch.”27 It put the responsibility for integration on the 
shoulders of local school boards.28 Prior to the 1970 school board election, the eighty-
seven-year-old Terry wrote an open letter in the Arkansas Gazette, in support of the last 
true integrationist on the Little Rock school board, Winslow Drummond.  William Rector 
was backing the opposing candidate.  Terry wrote that Rector had “the philosophy of the 
1880s,” and was “an agonizing catastrophe.”29 After the turbulent decade of the 1960s, 
the “silent majority” embraced ideologies that gave some semblance of tranquility.  
According to Johnson, Terry’s plea was ignored and did little to change the course of the 
election. “This was Terry’s last battle, and she lost.”30  
In the spring of 1971, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Swann v. Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Board of Education to uphold busing as a legitimate means for achieving 
integration of public schools. Again, Rector and his cronies outmaneuvered federal law 
by “building a private school near the golf course in his western subdivision 
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development.”31  He announced that the school would accept any students regardless of 
race -- at least those that could afford it.  By 2003, private schools in Little Rock became 
the norm for wealthy white students, while African American students predominately 
populated public schools, not unlike other areas of the South.32  
Regardless of the failure of her final salvo, Terry continued to be recognized with 
several honorary degrees and awards.  She was awarded an Honorary Degree of 
Doctorate of Laws from University of Arkansas 1970.33 She received an award from 
Region IV of the National Council of Negro Women “for her outstanding leadership and 
for her achievements in and service to the cause of human welfare.”34 In 1971, she was 
awarded the National Brotherhood and Humanitarian Award by the National Conference 
of Christians and Jews.35 Terry and J.N. Heiskell, editor of the Arkansas Gazette were 
honored for their work in Arkansas.  They were life-long collaborators in their reform 
efforts for the state. She enlisted the editorial aid of the Gazette in many of her efforts and 
she said that never had Heiskell failed to respond to her request for such help.36 Over 
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1,000 people attended the dinner including four United States Representatives and 
Transportation Secretary John A. Volpe.37  Volpe told the crowd that “Mrs. Terry and 
Heiskell had provided a beacon for all America, their qualities of courage and strength 
and brotherhood are indelibly etched in the history of your state.  No one in this city can 
consider a public issue, check out a library book, or visit a public school without feeling 
the spiritual presence of these two distinguished Americans.”38 Congressmen and general 
chair of the dinner, Wilbur D. Mills, called Mrs. Terry the “conscience of Arkansas.”39 
According to the Gazette article, both recipients received standing ovations. The article 
went onto describe Terry’s fight for better educational opportunities, racial equality, and 
civic improvement for the state of Arkansas. Terry responded, “Everything needed every 
little effort that I could put into it.”40   
Governor Dale Bumpers declared Sunday, November 4, 1973, “Adolphine 
Fletcher Terry Day,” and Mrs. Bumpers read the gubernatorial proclamation at a news 
conference at Terry’s Home.  “From the time of her graduation from Vassar, Mrs. Terry 
has been in the forefront of nearly every move to improve educational, cultural, religious, 
and political institutions in Little Rock and the entire state of Arkansas.”41  In addition 
she had “served as the conscience of the community, particularly in the field of human 
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relations to which she had dedicated so much of her time and energy.”42  As she settled 
into retirement, Terry state: 
During the past seventy years I have given small amounts of money to everything 
I have been asked to contribute to if it has been of interest to me, and I have tried 
to become involved with all of the worthwhile projects which came to my door.  
In my extreme old age, however, I decided to devote any money and energy I 
might have to repairing my home.43   
 
Terry was referring to the Albert Pike home where she still lived.  According to 
William Terry, “It was a big old house and the house was part of the family too.”44  The 
mansion, built in 1840, a historical landmark in Little Rock.  While she was still living, 
Terry opened the home once a week to the public.  She and her sister, Mary Fletcher 
Drennan, deeded the home to the city of Little Rock to be used and administered by the 
Arkansas Arts Center Board of Trustees.45  When asked about her social work and the 
future, Terry responded, “I am not deep in distress over youth,” she said.46 “They have 
the best educations, are more interested in what’s happening in the world and are more 
thoughtful.  Some people think the United States has had its day and flunked it.  The 
young believe it’s the beginning of a new world.”47 Therefore, “I have left things to 
younger people, or at least to people with more energy.”48 
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Adolphine Fletcher Terry died on Sunday July 25, 1976, at the age of ninety-
three, following a series of strokes. She was buried at Mount Holly Cemetery in Little 
Rock.49 Her lifelong social activism in Arkansas and her desire to help those in need were 
her legacy, while in her later years this led to some of her greatest disappointments as 
well.   She began her social activism as a Progressive with a paternalistic obligation to 
help others, but as she worked alongside marginalized populations within her community, 
her attitudes evolved, until she recognized that class, culture, and race did not have to 
define an individual.  “I see no reason to pay any more attention to the color of a person’s 
skin than to the color of his eyes.  It’s so much easier to speak to a person merely as 
another person than to put on a different voice and different face for someone of another 
color.”50 Terry’s ability to motivate and inspire people to better their environment 
regardless of societal expectations made her a pivotal leader during some of Arkansas’s 
most trying times.  Her personal stories reflect not only the role of prominent white 
southern women in the broader civil rights movement throughout the South, but also her 
role in the social history of Arkansas during the first half of the Twentieth Century. It is 
these personal moments, stories, and events in Terry’s life that explore what spurred her 
into action for the betterment of her state and its people.  According to her friend and 
WEC President, Vivion Brewer, “Terry has left her mark on almost every charitable 
organization and on all the public welfare agencies in the state of Arkansas.”51  Terry’s 
quandary was that she was an elite white southern lady, but also an agitator for change.  
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How she reconciled these two worlds is largely what made her so critical to being an 
impetus for change in Arkansas.   
With that being said, she was never able to realize the full measure of reform that 
she sought for her city, state, and nation.  Each advancement came with a price that 
included compromises along with selective sacrifices which often kept African 
Americans trapped in a downtrodden state.  Initially, there may have been a lack of 
awareness in her early years during the development of the Arkansas State Board of 
Education that left her to not consider the inequality of segregation as schools were 
consolidated and busing services created.  However, at other times it was clear that 
certain racial divides remained a factor, such as during the fight for women’s suffrage, 
when Terry and her cohorts did not look to join forces with African American women’s 
groups, although she did establish friendships and bonds on a personal level during her 
efforts to support their development of a separate Young Women’s Christian Association 
(YWCA) chapter in Little Rock.  The avoidance stance that was knowingly employed by 
the Women’s Emergency Committee to Open Our Schools (WEC) during the Central 
High School crisis did not address segregation and integration directly, but instead 
strategically couched their work under the guise of the importance of education, and the 
support of local staff and faculty that lost their jobs because of the school closures. This 
enabled them to continue maintaining a level of access and influence among the white 
male patriarchy that had such a firm grasp on the government, while presenting alternate 
economic reasons for the benefits of integration.  Daisy Bates, president of the Little 
Rock chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), perhaps understood this the best, because she recognized that while Terry 
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wished to help, and had truly had her own eye-opening experiences throughout the years, 
she was committed to another path, which attempted to create a change from within.   
This does not negate the immense good that Terry was able to accomplish, 
because the Board of Education for the State of Arkansas may not have reached the level 
of reform in the early 1900s that it did without her efforts, nor would the implementation 
of juvenile courts, federal funding opportunities, state library system, centers for the arts, 
and building improvements for people with disabilities have been nearly as detailed or 
expansive.  Like many other social activist, Terry faced a plethora of choices and battles 
to undertake, and she consistently demonstrated that women effected change, even in a 
male-dominated society.  As a daughter, sister, wife, and mother, Terry defied 
expectations, and encouraged others to do the same, while at the same time manipulating 
the status quo with her femininity and sophisticated demeanor.  In the end, she lived a full 
and varied life, bringing about changed in attitudes year after year, all the while hoping to 
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